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ABSTRACT
Living the Dream: The Stories of Female Foster Youth Alumni With Graduate Degrees
by Deshunna Monay Ricks
Purpose. The purpose of this qualitative case study was to identify and describe the
institutional and noninstitutional sources of support that California female foster youth
alumni perceive enabled them to successfully complete a graduate degree.
Methodology. The methodology of this study is a multiple-case study design with
utilization-focused sampling to explore the information-rich stories of female foster youth
alumni with advanced degrees. Semistructured interviews were utilized to collect data
from all of the participants.
Findings. The data collection and analysis resulted in six themes for institutional
supports: (a) financial aid, (b) academic resources, (c) mental health services,
(d) academic advising, (e) informal faculty and staff social support, and (f) mentoring
through faculty and staff. There were six themes for noninstitutional support: (a) social
support; (b) family; (c) cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups;
(d) personal mentor; (e) financial contributions; and (f) friends. The institutional
supports were grouped into four categories: (a) financial assistance; (b) academic
resources, services, and support; (c) social support and network; and (d) emotional
support. The noninstitutional supports were grouped into three categories: (a) social
support and network, (b) economic resources, and (c) emotional wellness.
Conclusions. The conclusions indicated that although the participants utilized
noninstitutional supports most to complete their degree, they explained that institutional
supports are most needed among female foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain a
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graduate degree. The support that is most needed from the institution is financial
assistance in the form of scholarships, stipends, and grants. The most needed
noninstitutional support of female foster youth alumni to complete an advanced degree is
social support and networks.
Recommendations for action. Recommendations for further research include
conducting additional studies with all foster youth alumni with graduate-level degrees,
capturing the lived experiences of foster youth alumni with advanced degrees, and
tracking the value of a graduate degree within this population of individuals. Action
items include removing time and age limits from funding provided to foster youth
alumni, developing programs at the graduate level for foster youth alumni, and
connecting foster youth with caring adults upon their arrival in the child welfare system.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The Value of a College Education
A college degree is ranked among the highest achievements that one can acquire
in American culture. For some, education is the pathway to living the American Dream.
Usually, the more degrees an individual has the higher the socioeconomic status. Some
of the opportunities that education provides are promotions, property, freedom,
flexibility, buying and spending power, and influence. According to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics (2017), the average weekly earnings for individuals 25 and over without a high
school diploma was $515.00 compared to $909.00 for individuals with some college
education and $1,189.00 for individuals who possessed a bachelor’s degree in 2017. In
contrast, in 2017, males ages 25 and older who had advanced degrees earned $3,784.00
more per week compared to individuals who only possessed a high school diploma
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). As a result, individuals without high school diplomas
will earn approximately $99,000.00-$175,000.00 less each year compared to those who
have advanced degrees, which is a massive income disparity. Therefore, more education
equates to increased wages and opportunities of employment. Individuals who have
advanced degrees decrease their odds of being unemployed (2.4%) compared to the
unemployment rate of 8.0% of individuals without high school degrees (Chen, 2017).
A college degree grants opportunities for a six-figure salary, continuous
employment, and a better quality of life (Baum, Kurose, & Ma, 2013; Lopez & Duran,
2016; Ma, Pender, & Welch, 2016). Unfortunately, for former foster youth, achieving
such rewards is nearly impossible (Courtney et al., 2016; Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017;
Fowler, Marcal, Zhang, Day, & Landsverk, 2017; Lopez & Duran, 2016). Although
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foster youth alumni aspire to achieve success through educational attainment, research
continues to show that they experience negative outcomes upon exiting the child welfare
system (Courtney et al., 2016; Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017; Gross, 2016; Morton, 2015;
National Youth in Transition Database, 2017).
Educational Snapshot of Current and Former Foster Youth
Year after year, about 50% of foster youth are faced with the harsh reality of
exiting the foster care system without receiving a high school diploma (Frerer, Sosenko,
Pellegrin, Manchik, & Horowitz, 2013a; National Working Group on Foster Care and
Education, 2014; Reilly, 2003; Wolanin, 2005). Multiple placement movements,
expulsions, dropouts, unplanned pregnancies, a lack of supportive services, and the
absence of a caring adult are among some of the reasons why half of the children in foster
care do not earn a high school diploma by their 18th birthday (Center for the Study of
Social Policy, 2009; Courtney, Dworsky, et al., 2011; Frerer et al., 2013a; Okpych, 2015;
Pecora, 2012; Salazar, Haggerty, & Roe, 2016). Consequently, over half of former foster
youth will experience homelessness, poverty, unemployment, teenage pregnancy, mental
health disorders, and an array of other unwanted issues upon exiting care (Byrne et al.,
2014; Courtney & Hook, 2017; Courtney et al., 2016; Stewart, Kum, Barth, & Duncan,
2014). Additionally, transitional-aged foster youth who drop out of college will more
than likely experience these same outcomes.
Economic Issues Experienced by Foster Youth Alumni
Financial issues, a lack of stability, academic challenges, possessing a disability, a
lack of preparedness, and the absence of a supporting adult are some of the factors why
emancipated youth do not obtain a college degree (California College Pathways, 2009;
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Courtney, Dworsky, Lee, & Raap, 2009; Day, Riebschleger, Dworsky, Damashek, &
Fogarty, 2012; Dworsky & Pérez, 2010; Frerer et al., 2013a). As a result, less than 10%
of former foster youth earn a 4-year degree each year whereas the statistical data of
transitional-aged foster youth who have advanced degrees remain unknown (Dworsky &
Pérez, 2010; C. M. Kirk, Lewis, Nilsen, & Colvin, 2013; Rassen, Cooper, & Mery, 2010;
Salazar, 2013). Consequently, the majority of foster youth alumni experience
unemployment and remain in poverty due to a lack of education. Furthermore,
transitional-aged foster youth will experience low wages, inconsistent employment, and
income disparities compared to the general population (Courtney et al., 2016; Dworsky &
Gitlow, 2017; Frerer, Sosenko, Pellegrin, Manchik, & Horowitz, 2013b; National
Working Group on Foster Care and Education, 2018; Steward et al., 2014). Because of
experiencing adverse childhood experiences such as physical, sexual, and emotional
abuse, neglect, domestic violence in the home, and a parent addicted to illegal substances,
many transitional-aged foster youth will not be able to enjoy the successes that a higher
educational degree provides (Fratto, 2016; Garcia et al., 2015; Garcia, Gupta, Greeson,
Thompson, & DeNard, 2017; Hambrick, Oppenheim-Weller, N’zi, & Taussig, 2016;
Howard, 2015; Morton, 2018; Rebbe, Nurius, Ahrens, & Courtney, 2017). However, the
narrative of educational outcomes of former foster youth can be changed with the proper
supports.
Background
Life After Foster Care
A living wage is defined as a person who is able “to support oneself and one’s
family without government assistance” (Konigsburg, 2017, p. 1). An individual who
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does not possess a high school diploma will more than likley have to depend on
government assistance due to unempolyment or low wages. Research has shown that the
majority of their participants who emancipate from the foster care system rely on some
form of government assistance just to get by (Byrne et al., 2014; Courtney, Dworsky, et
al., 2011; Courtney et al., 2016; Day, Dworsky, Fogarty, & Damashek, 2011; Pecora,
2012; Salazar, 2013). Furthermore, research has also shown that emancipated youth who
rely on government assistance also experience health-related diseases, incarceration,
economic difficulties, a lack of overall self-sufficency, an absence of social and
emotional support, and most significantly, a lack of parental support (Byrne et al., 2014;
Courtney et al., 2007, 2009; Naccarato, Brophy, & Courtney, 2010; Pecora, Williams, et
al., 2006; Packard, Delgado, Fellmeth, & McCready, 2008). As a result, these
individuals will not enjoy the profits that an advanced degree provides such as better
health quality, increased earnings, sustainability, job security, and overall personal and
professional prosperity.
Although children who are placed in the foster care system are less likely to
graduate from high school, and less than 10% are likely to earn a college degree, there are
former foster youth who have beaten the odds who possess advanced degrees. The
persistence, perseverance, and resilience of these individuals should be examined to
develop supports, programs, and services to provide a blueprint to other transitional-aged
youth who aspire to obtain advanced degrees.
Outcomes of Female Foster Youth Alumni
A review of the literature has shown that both males and females who age out of
the foster care system experience negative outcomes; however, foster youth alumni who
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are females are more likely to experience a higher rate of lower socioeconomic status,
sexual victimization, problematic mental health issues, cash aid assistance, and lower
wages (Courtney, Zinn, et al., 2011; Dworsky, 2005; Naccarato et al., 2010; Shpiegel &
Cascardi, 2018; Stewart et al., 2014). Courtney et al. (2007), in their study, found that
females who were formerly placed in the foster care system experienced higher rates of
depression and PTSD than men who were formerly placed in the foster care system.
Shpiegel and Cascardi (2018) found that females who were formerly placed in the child
welfare system who gave birth to a child between the ages of 17 and 21 were more likely
to drop out of high school and experience unemployment. Some studies have found that
African American females who are foster youth experience negative outcomes more
often than White female foster youth (Courtney, Zinn, et al., 2011, Dworsky, 2005;
Goerge et al., 2002; Hook & Courtney, 2011). In Courtney, Zinn, et al.’s (2011) study,
African American women foster youth alumni worked less than and had more difficulties
obtaining employment compared to White women foster youth alumni. As a result,
studies have advocated for increased supports among foster youth alumni to decrease
such outcomes (Courtney, Zinn, et al. 2011; Naccarato et al., 2010; Shpiegel & Cascardi,
2018; Stewart et al., 2014).
California’s Foster Youth Alumni Higher Educational Outcomes
California has the highest number of children in foster care, more than any other
state in America, surpassing states with up to 10 to 20 more times the number of children
in the child welfare system. Therefore, California’s foster youth are at a greater risk of
experiencing negative outcomes upon exiting care. Each year there are about 80,000 to
100,000 children in California’s child welfare system. Approximately 4,500 of these
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children are out of care and transition into adulthood (Adoption and Foster Care Analysis
& Reporting System [AFCARS], 2017a, 2017b; California College Pathways, 2009;
Casey Family Program, 2018; Kimberlin & Lemley, 2010; Webster et al., 2018).
Although there have been several laws passed in California to positively influence the
outcomes of emancipated youth, it appears as though they continue to experience
adversity. On the contrary, researchers agree that these polices support foster youth
alumni in obtaining college degrees (Kinarsky, 2017; Pecora, 2012; Randolph &
Thompson, 2017; Salazar, Haggerty, et al., 2016; Watt, Norton, & Jones, 2013).
Policies That Impact Foster Youth Alumni in Higher Education in California
In 2002, the Safe and Stable Families Amendment enabled foster youth alumni to
receive an Education and Training Voucher (ETV) of a $5,000.00 stipend per year for
postsecondary educational expenses until age 22. The California Fostering Connections
to Success Act (CFCSA) became effective in 2012, which allowed foster youth to remain
in care and continue to receive benefits until their 21st birthday. The Transitional
Housing Program (THP) has two separate options to benefit emancipated youth after they
transition from care. The THP was birthed out of the CFCSA to provide supportive
services and affordable housing to foster youth ages 18 to 21. Research shows that these
programs help foster youth alumni persist through college (California College Pathways,
2015; Center for Social Services Research, 2013; Courtney, Okpych, et al., 2017).
With the assistance of recent legislation, higher educational institutions have
developed programs for foster youth alumni to receive educational services. In 2006, the
California Chancellor of Community Colleges passed the Foster Youth Success Initiative,
which provided former foster youth with a liaison at each of the 110 community colleges
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in California to connect them to retrieving supports on their campuses (California College
Pathways, 2009). Additionally, in 2015, California provided $15 million to 25
community colleges for the Cooperating Agencies Foster Youth Educational Support
(CAFYES) program to provide former foster youth with supportive services to improve
their higher educational outcomes (California College Pathways, 2015).
The majority of postsecondary research regarding emancipated youth focuses on
participants in undergraduate programs. Unfortunately, national statistics on transitionalaged youth who have graduate degrees do not exist. There has only been one study to
date that focuses solely on supports for former foster youth at the graduate level (Sensiper
& Barragán, 2017). The University of California, Davis, developed a program to support
the aspirations of foster youth alumni pursuing a graduate degree. The program assisted
the participants with mentoring, coaching, financial assistance, and supportive networks
(Sensiper & Barragán, 2017). Twenty-one of the 74 participants obtained a master’s
degree by the end of the pilot (4 years), two of the participants were pursuing doctorates ,
and all of them were actively working in promising careers. Their resilience is a
testament that achieving a graduate degree within this population is possible.
Higher Educational Implications of Foster Youth Alumni
According to the U.S. Department of Labor Educational Attainment and
Employment statistics, the value of an education creates wealth, prosperity, and success
for those who possess advanced degrees (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). This means
that individuals who have graduate degrees are more likely to experience more success
and a better overall economic well-being than those who do not have advanced degrees.
Research has consistently proven that not only are foster youth least likely to graduate
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from high school, they are also less likely to obtain degrees compared to the general
population (Center for Social Services Research, 2013; Frerer et al., 2013a; Hernandez &
Naccarato, 2010; C. M. Kirk et al., 2013; Okpych & Courtney, 2014) including firstgeneration college students as well (Day et al., 2013; England, 2017). Furthermore,
research has shown that former foster youth are not able to complete college degrees due
to pregnancy, inadequate academic preparation, mental health issues, a lack of financial
support, and most importantly, a lack of social and emotional support (California College
Pathways, 2015; Courtney et al., 2016; Day, 2011; Lopez & Duran, 2016; Salazar, Jones,
Emerson, & Mucha, 2016). Consequently, these and many other factors continue to
prevent foster youth alumni from accessing opportunities that provide them with
successful outcomes.
On the contrary, there are transitional-aged foster youth who endure through the
trauma, triumph past the obstacles, overcome hardships, and push through the pain to
accomplish what seems to be impossible: a college degree. Studies have shown that
transitional-aged foster youth who are successful in completing a 4-year degree are able
to access financial assistance (Salazar, Jones, et al., 2016), academic services (Salazar,
2011), mentoring (Sensiper & Barragán, 2017), stable housing (Gamez, 2017), validating
environments (Hattick, 2015), college-based programs (Gamez, 2017), and campus
employment (Salisberry, 2016). Foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain graduate
degrees would benefit from similar types of services throughout their graduate programs.
Employment Outcomes of Former Foster Youth
Employment is a hallmark of independence, freedom, enjoyment, and overall
happiness. Individuals with advanced degrees are less likely to be unemployed and more

8

likely to have economic stability. In 2017, people who possessed a graduate degree made
up to four times more than those without a high school diploma (Chen, 2017). Research
continues to show that about half of foster youth will not earn a high school diploma;
therefore, it is nearly impossible for them to achieve such earnings (Frerer et al., 2013b;
National Working Group on Foster Care and Education, 2018, Reilly, 2003; Wolanin,
2005). The literature regarding transitional-aged foster youth and employment shows
that they are less likely to be employed (Hook & Courtney, 2011), earn less than their
peers (Steward et al., 2014), and are more likely to work inconsistently compared to their
peers (Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017). A study conducted by the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services (2008) revealed that transitional-aged foster youth experienced
employment difficulties at age 24, received lower earnings, and were less likely to be
employed compared to individuals who come from low-income families. In 2014, the
study was replicated by Steward et al., which revealed similar outcomes of foster youth
alumni earning and working less than other 24-year-olds who were from low-income
families. Both reports agreed that transitional-aged foster youth need supportive services
well into their mid-20s (Steward et al., 2014; U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services, 2008). While research highlights employment gaps among transitional-aged
foster youth, it agrees that education provides access to employment (Courtney,
Dworsky, et al., 2011; Courtney et al., 2016; Harris, Jackson, O’Brien, & Pecora, 2009;
Salazar, 2013).
Supporting Foster Youth Alumni in Higher Education
Individuals who attend college rely on some form of financial, social, and
emotional assistance. Those who have not experienced foster care have the amenity of
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receiving some of this support from their families. Unfortunately, this is not the
experience of the majority of foster youth alumni. Transitional-aged foster youth who
attend college depend heavily on services offered by higher educational institutions for
their success. Research proves that former foster youth who receive supportive services
while in college are able to persist on to complete a 4-year degree (Gamez, 2017; Hattick,
2015; Morton, 2015; Tanner, 2014; Salazar, Jones, et al., 2016; Salisberry, 2016). Most
importantly, it costs less per year to support a foster youth in college (U.S. Department of
Education, 2014) than the cost of public (U.S. Department of Agriculture Food and
Nutrition Service, 2018) and homeless assistance (National Alliance to End
Homelessness, 2018) and incarceration (Mai & Subramanian, 2017) as outlined in Figure
1.
Researchers have consistently found that the majority of foster youth alumni who
age out of the child welfare system experience homelessness, incarceration, and
dependence on government assistance, which costs billions of dollars year after year
(Bender, Yang, Ferguson, & Thompson, 2015; Children’s Advocacy Institute, 2010;
Fowler et al., 2017; Henzel, Mayfield, Soriano, Marshall, & Felver, 2016; National
Youth in Transition Database, 2017). Therefore, it is economically beneficial to cover
the cost of tuition for transitional-aged foster youth who aspire to obtain collegiate
degrees. While there are social, emotional, educational, and financial supports and
programs that are specifically designed for foster youth alumni at the undergraduate
level, there are no programs that support this population at the graduate level.
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Yearly Public Assistance Expenditures vs.
College Tuition
$18,632
$33,274-$69,355

$35,578

$67,960
Incarceration

SNAP

Homeless

College Tuition

Figure 1. Cost of annual public aid. Adapted from U.S. Department of Education (2014), U.S.
Department of Agriculture Food and Nutrition Service (2018), National Alliance to End
Homelessness (2018), and Mai & Subramanian (2017).

Statement of the Research Problem
Children who are placed in the foster care system experience trauma, which
causes social, emotional, and psychological impairments that impact their neurological
development (Bruskas & Tessin, 2013; Fratto, 2016; Garcia et al., 2015; Jamora et al.,
2009; Salazar, Keller, Gowen, & Courtney, 2013). Consequently, the maladaptive
behaviors that these children exhibit as a result of the truama creates academic and
behavioral deficits. Moreover, their complex trauma histories cause long-lasting impacts,
which lead to negative outcomes such as health-related issues, incarceration, unplanned
pregnancies, homelessness, mental health issues, and engaging in risky sexual behaviors
(Gonzalez-Blanks & Yates, 2016; R. D. Jones, 2016; Morton, 2018; Turney &
Wildeman, 2017; Villagrana, Guillen, Macedo, & Lee, 2018). These issues prevent
foster children from experiencing success upon transitioning into adulthood.
Furthermore, the stigma of being a foster child results in the development of low self-
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esteem, poor relationships, inadequate self-sufficency, a deficiency in self-efficacy, and a
lack of engagement in future aspirations (Crownover, 2012; Klein, 2012; Morton, 2018;
Mulkerns & Owen, 2008; Sakai et al., 2014; Villagrana et al., 2018).
In addition to being subjected to trauma, instability, and a substandard well-being,
foster children continue to have signficant educational gaps compared to nonfoster
children (Barrat & Berliner, 2013; California Department of Education, 2016; Frerer,
Sosenko, & Henke, 2013; Pecora, 2012; White, O’Brien, Pecora, & Buher, 2015).
Education is proven to be an indicator of success, provide access to opportunities, and
form an improved quality of life. Research shows that foster youth have lower high
school graduation rates, are less likely to attend college, and are more likely to experience
unemployment as they transition into adulthood (Day et al., 2011; Dworsky & Gitlow,
2017; Fowler et al., 2017; Frerer et al., 2013a; National Working Group on Foster Care
and Education, 2018). Therefore, children who emancipate from foster care are at a
greater risk of encountering continued disadvantages, hardships, and misfortunes.
Although the majority of foster youth aspire to attend college, about only 20% of
them enroll in college (California College Pathways, 2015; Cohn & Kelly, 2015;
Courtney et al., 2007; Courtney, Dworsky, et al., 2011; Day et al., 2011; White et al.,
2015). A review of the literature reveals that foster youth alumni are more likely to
enroll in community college, are less likely to persist to the next term, have higher
college dropout rates, and are less likely to graduate compared to individuals from
disadvantaged backgrounds (California College Pathways, 2015; Center for Social
Services Research, 2013; Day, Dworsky, & Feng, 2013; Frerer et al., 2011, 2013a). As a
result of these undesirable outcomes, the majority of transitional-aged foster youth who
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aspire to experience educational success fall short of this achievement. Additionally,
former foster youth will experience lower rates of employment, disparity in earnings, and
gaps in employment compared to the general population (Courtney et al., 2016; Dworsky
& Gitlow, 2017; Frerer et al., 2013a; National Working Group on Foster Care and
Education, 2018; Steward et al., 2014).
While a few studies reported that only about 1% to 6% of foster youth alumni
graduate from college, research shows that providing these students with supports
contributes to postsecondary success (Gamez, 2017; Hattick, 2015; C. M. Kirk et al.,
2013; Salazar, 2011, 2013; Salazar, Jones, et al., 2016; Salisberry, 2016; Sensiper &
Barragán, 2017). Transitional-aged foster youth can experience success through services
that provide academic, emotional, social, financial, and psychological support. Statistical
data of postsecondary attainment among foster youth are minimal, and according to Day
et al. (2011), “Researchers have only recently begun to explore why so few former foster
youth who attend college graduate with a degree” (p. 236). Additionally, the statistical
data of foster youth alumni who have graduate degrees do not exist according to the
review of the literature. Furthermore, there is only one study that reports support for
transitional-aged foster youth at the graduate level (Sensiper & Barragán, 2017).
Therefore, factors that contribute to successful completion of a graduate degree among
foster youth alumni remain widely unknown.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to identify and describe the
institutional and noninstitutional sources of support that California foster youth alumni
perceive enabled them to successfully complete a graduate degree.
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Research Questions
1. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of institutional support that
enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
2. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
3. How do the sources of institutional and noninstitutional support compare as perceived
by female foster youth alumni with graduate degrees?
Significance of the Problem
This year, over 200,000 children will experience at least one trauma-related
experience at the hands of an adult upon their placement in the child welfare system
(AFCARS, 2017a, 2017b). Exposure to trauma can cause developmental and cognitive
delays, which can result in academic deficits (Garcia et al., 2015; Jamora et al., 2009;
R. D. Jones, 2016; Riebschleger, Day, & Damashek, 2015; Turney & Wildeman, 2017).
In addition to experiencing trauma, many foster youths will also withstand multiple
placement moves (Parra & Martinez, 2015), home and school instability (Pecora, 2012),
disabilities (Zlotnick, Tarn, & Soman, 2012), a lack of supportive services (Weinberg,
Oshiro, & Shea, 2014), and an array of many other challenges. Consequently, all of these
things will lead to underachievement and poor educational outcomes among this
vulnerable population (Barrat & Berliner, 2013; Clemens, Lalonde, & Sheesley, 2016;
Courtney, Dworsky, et al., 2011; National Youth in Transition Database, 2017; Pecora,
2012; Zetlin, Weinberg, & Shea, 2010). This narrative can change with supportive
services that lead to secondary and postsecondary educational success.
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A college education provides provisions for financial stability, professional
advancement, personal development, continuous growth, and an overall better quality of
life. Although foster youth aspire to achieve such success, research of educational
attainment among foster youth alumni shows that they experience barriers and
challenges, which prevent them from attaining such accomplishments (Center for Social
Services Research, 2013; Courtney et al., 2016; Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017; Frerer,
Sosenko, & Henke, 2013; National Working Group on Foster Care and Education, 2014;
Stewart et al., 2014). On the contrary, research also shows that there is a small
percentage of foster youth alumni who beat the odds of being placed in the foster care
system and successfully earn a 4-year degree (Gamez, 2017; Hattick, 2015; Salazar,
2011, 2013; Salazar, Jones, et al., 2016; Salisberry, 2016; Tanner, 2014). These studies
emphasize the necessity of supports among this population for retention, persistence, and
graduation. Additionally, Geiger and Beltran (2017) stated, “There is a need to
understand the supports and barriers that exist for youth aging out as they attempt to
access and succeed in postsecondary educational settings” (p. 194). Therefore, this study
adds to the body of knowledge regarding supporting foster youth alumni in college.
This study provides insight into higher educational institutions regarding how to
support foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain graduate degrees. The literature
supports program evaluation in postsecondary education to develop effective services that
will assist foster youth alumni in successfully completing a collegiate degree (Dworsky &
Pérez, 2010; Geiger, Cheung, Hanrahan, Lietz, & Carpenter, 2017; Hernandez &
Naccarato, 2010; Jay Miller, Benner, Kheibari, & Washington, 2017). Thus, this study
brings awareness regarding the supports that foster youth alumni need to successfully
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complete a graduate degree. Additionally, this study provides the body of knowledge
regarding foster youth alumni with graduate degrees to influence policy change
surrounding postsecondary education. Most importantly, this study gives hope to current
and former foster youth who aspire to provide a better life for themselves through the
attainment of an advanced degree.
Definitions
The terms outlined below are significant and are used many times throughout the
study.
Assembly Bill 12 youth (AB12 youth). Individuals who are between the ages of
18 and 21 who are receiving extended foster care services.
Advanced degree. A collegiate degree that surpasses the undergraduate degree
such as a master’s or doctorate’s degree.
College retention theory. Retention is correlated to an individual’s institutional
experience, which includes formal and informal factors such as academic performance,
faculty and staff interactions, extracurricular activities, and peer group interactions
(Tinto, 1993).
Foster youth alumni. When this individual reaches the age of 18 or the age of 21
(many states have extended foster care services until the youth reaches age 21), he or she
is released from care, which is also known as emancipation or aging out.
Former foster youth. An individual who was removed from his or her parent’s
home and placed in the care of the child welfare system due to neglect or abuse.
Higher educational institution. Education that is offered by universities,
community colleges, and vocational and trade schools.
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Resiliency theory. The ability to recover and return to competence before the
presence of extreme stress (Garmezy, 1993).
Theory of mattering. The purpose of mattering is that an individual feels cared
for, that they are needed, and that others depend on them (Rosenberg & McCullough,
1981).
Transitional-aged foster youth. Individuals age 18 and over who have aged out
of the foster care system and are no longer receiving support from the child welfare
system.
Delimitations
The delimitations of this study are as follows:
1. Delimited to foster youth alumni.
2. Delimited to females.
3. Delimited to residents of counties in the Bay Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, and
Southern California in the state of California.
4. Delimited to successful completion of a graduate degree.
Organization of the Study
This chapter outlined the purpose of this study, which was to explore the factors
that assist foster youth alumni in successfully completing a graduate degree. This
dissertation contains five chapters. Chapter I provided an introduction to the study,
which included the background, problem statement, significance of the problem,
definitions of terms, and study delimitations. Chapter II scans the literature of current
and former foster youth, provides a snapshot of the outcomes of California’s foster youth
alumni, and offers a theoretical explanation of why some foster youth are able to
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overcome their traumatic pasts and experience success. Chapter III illustrates the
methodology of the study including the research design, target population, study sample,
and data collection methods. Chapter IV offers the findings from data collected through
the participants of the study. Chapter V concludes with the recommendations and
implications for future research.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The purpose of this quantitative case study was to identify and describe the
institutional and noninstitutional sources of support that California foster youth alumni
perceive enabled them to successfully complete a graduate degree. A common theme
throughout the literature of former foster youth is the negative outcomes that they
experience upon aging out of the foster care system. Additionally, researchers have
shown that transitional-aged foster youth continue to graduate at lesser rates than
nonfoster youth from higher education institutions (Day, Dworsky, et al., 2011; Frerer et
al., 2013b; Gross, 2016; C. M. Kirk, Lewis, Brown, Nilsen, & Colvin, 2012; Salazar,
2013). There is limited literature that examines the educational successes of former
youth alumni who obtain graduate degrees and their sources of support. Therefore, the
aim of this literature review is to explore the educational outcomes of foster youth, scan
the barriers to school success, browse the educational results of former foster youth in
college, present the higher educational and employment outcomes of California’s foster
youth alumni, summarize the supports that assist former foster youth in higher education,
review the successes of transitional-aged foster youth in college, and examine the
theoretical framework that explains how the participants within this population are able to
achieve success despite their adversities and traumatic experiences.
Educational Outcomes of Current and Former Foster Youth
Education is the pathway to success, and it offers opportunities for living the
“good life.” The attainment of degrees allows an individual to acquire employment,
property, socioeconomic status, and influence. Unfortunately, for many foster youth,
obtaining these things is not their reality. Research supports that foster children continue
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to experience academic deficits in education compared to nonfoster youth (Annie E.
Casey Foundation, 2014; Byrne et al., 2014; Courtney et al., 2016; Dworsky & Gitlow,
2017; Gross, 2016; Morton, 2015; Nation Youth in Transition Database, 2017), which
leads to negative outcomes upon exiting the foster care system. Only about 50% of foster
youth will exit the foster care system with a high school diploma (Barrat & Berliner,
2013; Council on Foster Care, Adoption, and Kinship Care, Committee on Adolescence,
and Council on Early Childhood, 2015; Frerer et al., 2013a; National Working Group on
Foster Care and Education, 2014; National Youth in Transition Database, 2016;
Wiegmann, Putnam-Hornstein, Barrat, Magruder, & Needell, 2014). Although the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was passed in 2009 requiring counties to track high school
graduation rates of foster youth, national data of high school completion within this
population still do not exist. Foster youth have significantly lower test scores compared
to nonfoster youth including children from low-income homes (Barrat & Berliner, 2013;
Berger, Cancian, Han, Noyes, & Rios-Salas, 2015; Cage, 2018; California Department of
Education, 2016; Frerer et al., 2011; Salazar, Haggerty, & Roe, 2016; Wiegmann et al.,
2014). Additionally, foster youth are more likely to drop out of high school compared to
nonfoster youth (National Youth in Transition Database, 2016; Parra & Martinez, 2015;
U.S. Department of Education and Department of Health and Human Services, 2016).
These factors combined with mental, social, and physical issues negatively impact the
education outcomes of foster youth as they transition into adulthood.
Although about 50% of foster youth graduate from high school each year, only
about 15% to 30% of them actually attend higher institutions (Cohn & Kelly, 2015;
Courtney & Hook, 2017; Frerer et al., 2013b; National Working Group on Foster Care
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and Education, 2014; National Youth in Transition Database, 2016, 2017). While former
foster youth do aspire to obtain higher educational degrees and consequently achieve
success, less than 10% of former foster youth graduate with a 4-year degree (Alder, 2015;
Day et al., 2011; Dworsky & Pérez, 2010; C. M. Kirk et al., 2013; Rassen et al., 2010;
Salazar, 2013). A college degree grants an individual the opportunity to acquire skills
and knowledge for creating a better life for themselves and their families. Several studies
have shown that former foster youth graduate at lesser rates and take more time obtaining
a 4-year degree compared to their peers including first-generation students (Cage, 2018;
California College Pathways, 2015; Cohn & Kelly, 2015; National Working Group on
Foster Care and Education, 2014; Salazar et al., 2016). As a result, foster youth alumni
will continue to experience poverty, incarceration, substance abuse issues,
unemployment, and health issues due to childhood maltreatment, a lack of college
preparation, and supportive services.
Barriers to High School Success
In addition to experiencing trauma, many foster children have to endure
educational failures that can prevent them from living a successful life. Children who
experience maltreatment are oftentimes at risk of developing illnesses and developmental
delays, which result in poor academic achievement. Unfortunately, these two factors
paired with barriers to academic success such as mental health issues, multiple school
changes, over and under enrollment in special education, and discipline issues will
prevent foster children from experiencing positive outcomes as they transition to
adulthood and throughout their life (Bederian-Gardner et al., 2018; Morton, 2018;
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O’Higgins, Sebba, & Luke, 2015; Sakai et al., 2014; Sulimani-Aidan, 2017; Weigmann et
al., 2014).
Special Education
Children who are exposed to trauma can develop psychological issues that can
result in developmental deficits. Researchers have found that foster youth are either
misidentified and placed in special education, they are unidentified and do not receive the
services they need, or there is a high population of foster youth who receive special
education services compared to nonfoster youth (Barrat & Berlinger, 2013; Foulk &
Esposito, 2016; Hill, 2012, 2013; National Working Group on Foster Care and Education,
2014; Powers et al., 2012). Each of the three options is detrimental to the academic
successes of these youth. Many of the foster youth who are enrolled in special education
are not provided with the services they need to be successful. Geenen and Powers
(2007), in their study, found that many of the foster youth did not participate in their
Individualized Educational Plan (IEP) meetings. Social workers, foster parents, and
court-appointed advocates had minimal participation in the IEP meetings, and case plans
were not adequate and did not prepare the students for college. Zetlin et al.’s (2010)
study of caregiver perceptions of effectiveness of services received from special
education revealed that foster children were lacking services, services were difficult to
receive and/or access, and there was a lack of support from the school and social services.
In their study, Harwick, Lindstrom, and Unruh (2017) discovered that their participants
experienced common barriers of placement in special education, which were a lack of
mental health services, a lack of understanding of their diagnosis, and a lack of college
preparation.
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Foster children have to carry the burden of being labeled as the “foster kid,” and
the added stress of being stigmatized for receiving special education services can result in
developing issues of low self-efficacy, self-worth, and self-determination. Studies have
shown that foster youth who are enrolled in special education are more likely to drop out
of school (Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Garza, & Levine, 2005), experience multiple
moves (Hill, 2012), experience incarceration (Smithgall, Gladden, Yang, & Goerge,
2005), and have overall lower academic achievement. There is a gap in the research in
educational experiences and outcomes of foster youth who receive foster youth services.
Foster youth who receive special education services experience disadvantages that lead to
negative outcomes upon exiting the child welfare system. Additionally, these individuals
are at a greater risk of being denied access to “living the dream” due to lack of academic
achievements.
Multiple School Movements
School stability is important but not limited to developing and sustaining
relationships, participating in the school community, engaging in extracurricular
activities, improving social and emotional well-being, having a sense of belonging and
connectedness to others, and overall school success. In any given school year, a foster
youth can experience as many as three school changes due to placement moves (Barrat &
Berlinger, 2013; Clemens, Klopfenstein, Tis, & Lalonde, 2017; Clemens, Lalonde, &
Sheesley, 2016; Fawley-King, Trask, Zhang, & Aarons, 2017; Pears, Kim, Buchanan, &
Fisher, 2015; Sullivan, Jones, & Mathiesen, 2010). School instability can result in an
array of negative outcomes such as cognitive deficits (Conners-Burrow et al., 2013),
constant fear and distress (Unrau, Chambers, Seita, & Putney, 2010), prolonged
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adjustment to changes (Berger et al., 2015), social emotional well-being (Moore,
McDonald, & Cronbaugh-Auld, 2016), and a disruption in learning (Cutuli et al., 2013).
In Sullivan’s et al. (2010) study, foster youth experienced an average of seven placement
changes, anywhere from three to eight school changes, academic deficits, and behavioral
issues. Similarly, the foster youth in Barrat and Bellinger’s (2013) study experienced
three or more school changes in the school year, were enrolled in low-performing
schools, and were academically lower than nonfoster students. Likewise, Clemens et al.
(2016) revealed that foster youth in their study had experienced at least three school
changes during the school year, were less likely to earn a high school diploma, and were
more likely to earn a GED or certificate. Additionally, Clemens, Klopfenstein, Lalonde,
and Tis (2018) found that foster youth who had more than one school change were more
likely to have multiple placement changes, were less likely to be proficient in academic
subjects, and were more likely to be enrolled in special education. Children in foster care
are granted educational stability through the McKinney-Vento Act; however, research
has shown that foster youth experience multiple school changes (B. Allen & Vacca,
2010; Barrat, & Berliner, 2013; Clemens, Helm, Myers, Thomas, & Tis, 2017; Legal
Center for Foster Care and Education, 2007; Olsen & de Montgomery, 2018; Zorc et al.,
2013). The literature has also shown that educational instability of foster youth continues
to produce negative outcomes such as dropping out of school, incarceration, separation,
placement in special education, academic failures, and discipline issues (Clemens et al.,
2018; Frerer et al., 2013b; Smithgall, Jarpe-Ratner, & Walker, 2010; Sullivan et al., 2010;
Yang, McCuish, & Corrado, 2017; Zetlin et al., 2010).
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Discipline Issues
School attendance can be a predictor of academic success. The more days an
individual attends school, the more he or she can learn. Unfortunately, foster youth are
either suspended more or lose more instructional minutes than nonfoster youth, which
increases gaps in achievement and participation in risky behaviors (Farruggia & Germo,
2015; Hirsch, Dierkhising, & Herz, 2018; Legal Center for Foster Care and Education,
2014; Morton, 2015; Smithgall et al., 2005; U.S. Department of Education, 2014).
Research has shown that foster youth display problematic behaviors due to exposure to
trauma, and as a result, they are more likely to receive harsh disciplinary action
(Castrechini, 2009; Courtney, Terao, & Bost, 2004; Romano, Babschishin, Marquis, &
Frechette, 2015; Smithgall et al., 2010; Zetlin et al., 2010). Zima et al. (2000) discovered
that over 25% of foster youth were clinically diagnosed with behavioral problems, over
30% of them displayed misbehaviors in the classroom, over 20% of them had
significantly low test scores, more than 10% of them repeated a grade, and more than
10% of them received a suspension or expulsion. Similarly, a report by the National
Survey of Child and Adolescent Well-Being (2005) highlighted that foster children had
lower cognitive and social skills, which resulted in a clinical diagnosis. The report also
revealed that foster youth will exhibit problem behaviors five times more than nonfoster
youth, will more than likely exhibit delinquent behaviors, will participate in violent acts,
and will be suspended and expelled from school.
Research suggests that these problematic behaviors exist due to exposure to risk
factors such as instability, maltreatment, community violence, psychiatric
hospitalizations, and stressful events (Bederian-Gardner et al., 2018; Blake, Tung,
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Langley, & Waterman, 2018; Cage, 2018; Farruggia & Germo, 2015; Morton, 2015;
O’Higgins et al., 2015). In Sullivan’s et al. (2010) study, 42% of foster youth
experienced between four to seven school changes, about one third of them reported
having Ds or Fs, over 30% of them had to repeat a class, and two thirds reported being
suspended from school at least once. Similarly, Faer and Cohen (2015) found that more
than 60% of foster youth received at least one suspension, are more likely to have
attendance issues, experience placement and school changes, be classified as delinquent,
and foster youth from California are suspended three times more than other youth.
Maltreatment of foster youth leads to behaviors such as aggression, anxiety, rule
breaking, somatic problems, depression, and withdrawal, which results in suspensions
and expulsions and leads to further academic gaps in achievement among these
individuals (Barber & Delfabbro, 2005; Bernedo, Salas, Garcia-Martin, & Fuentes, 2012;
Noonan et al., 2012; Rosenthal & Curiel, 2006; Vanderfaeillie, Van Holen,
Vanschoonlandt, Robberechts, & Stroobants, 2013).
Mental Health Issues
Children who are placed in foster care endure physical and emotional abuse,
neglect, and other types of maltreatment and trauma. As a result, foster children develop
an array of mental health issues that prevent them from experiencing academic success
(Bederian-Gardner et al., 2018; Bender et al., 2015; Hambrick et al., 2016; Morton, 2018;
Noonan et al., 2012; Pullmann et al., 2018). In Zima’s et al. (2000) study, foster children
who had mental health diagnoses experienced behavioral issues, low test scores, and high
suspension rates. According to foster parents and teachers, foster youth displayed
problematic behaviors at home and school, struggled academically, repeated a grade, and
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lacked social skills. Similarly, Taussig’s (2002) study revealed that youth who had
mental health diagnoses engaged in risky behaviors such as substance abuse, criminal
activity, and unhealthy sexual acts. In addition, the participants were more likely to
develop poor social skills, behavioral issues, and were less likely to receive support. In
Lehmann, Havik, Havik, and Heiervang’s (2013) study, over 50% of foster children had
one or more mental health diagnoses with the common disorders being emotional,
ADHD, and behavioral. Additionally, over half of foster children had a comorbid
disorder, which affected their psychological and physical safety and led to the
development of chronic diseases. Likewise, Havlicek, Garcia, and Smith (2013) revealed
that foster youth are two to four times more likely to receive a mental health diagnoses
than nonfoster youth. In addition, they are more likely to receive less treatment services,
be placed in psychiatric hospitals, and develop behavioral and social emotional issues at a
higher rate than nonfoster youth.
Barriers to Higher Educational Success
Even though former foster youth desire to obtain higher educational degrees, they
are less likely to attend college, more likely to drop out of college, and less likely to earn
a 4-year degree than their peers (Day et al., 2011, 2013; England, 2017; Lopez & Duran,
2016; Okpych & Courtney, 2014; Salazar, Jones, et al., 2016). Although there has been a
recent increase in funding for foster youth alumni to attend college, several barriers
prevent these individuals from experiencing opportunities and the success of obtaining a
college degree. Research has shown that foster youth alumni will drop out of college for
an array of issues including financial issues, transportation, and family responsibilities
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(Courtney et al., 2016; Courtney & Okpych, 2017; Davis, 2006; Morton, 2012; Okpych,
2017).
Finances
Obtaining a college degree is very rewarding, and it provides economic stability;
however, it is very costly. According to the U.S. Department of Education (2018) the
average cost of college tuition is $18,632.00 per year. Although former foster youth are
eligible to receive financial aid, the Chafee grant, and work study funds to assist them in
college, it appears as though economic stability is a main reason why they drop out of
college. In Courtney et al.’s (2009) study, over 35% of former foster youth experienced
one barrier that prevented them from continuing their college education. Over 50% of
the participants identified college tuition and needing full-time employment as reasons
why they dropped out of their programs. Likewise, in Morton’s (2012) study, former
foster youth expressed that they were unable to stay in college due to financial issues.
The majority of the participants explained that they experienced delays in receiving
financial aid, which prevented them from paying for things such as room and board,
books, and supplies. Courtney et al. (2016) discovered that over 30% of former foster
youth experienced at least one barrier in enrolling or returning to college. Over 70% of
the participants who experienced a barrier indicated that they could not afford to attend
college or they needed to work to support themselves and their families. Similarly,
Okpych’s (2017) study examined the college experience of 700 transitional-aged foster
youth 3 years after aging out of the child welfare system. The majority of the foster
youth aspired to attend college; however, only 17% were enrolled in college. Academic
achievement and behavioral issues were among the barriers that prevented the
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participants from enrolling in college. The biggest barrier to college retention was
finances and family responsibilities. Receiving financial assistance and other supportive
services will determine college persistence rates among foster youth, and without these
services, they are more likely to drop out of college and experience ongoing hardship
(Gamez, 2017; Hattick, 2015; Morton, 2015; Salazar, Roe, Ullrich, & Haggerty, 2016;
Salisberry, 2016; Tanner, 2014).
Transportation
According to Jones (2014), over 15 states do not allow foster youth to access a
driver’s license, which causes them to rely on public transportation to get around. Many
former foster youth who are unemployed or have financial issues are not able to afford
transportation, which prevents them from accessing services including attending college.
In Courtney et al.’s (2007) study, former foster youth were more likely than nonfoster
youth to drop out of college. Over half of the participants experienced at least one barrier
that prevented them from continuing or returning to college. Financial issues were the
biggest barrier to higher educational success. Additionally, over 20% of the participants
indicated that they could not continue college due to transportation issues. Similarly,
Jones’s (2010) study revealed that former foster youth experienced barriers to academic
success 3 years following their exit from the child welfare system. The participants were
more likely to be enrolled in a community college, less likely to attend a 4-year college,
and more likely to attend college part time. Over 40% of former foster youth explained
that they experienced transportation issues, which was a reason for dropping out of
college. Likewise, in a survey distributed to former foster youth who were in college
described that transportation was a barrier to higher educational success (Foster Care to
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Success, 2014). The participants expressed that they had to rely on public transportation
that was unreliable and prevented them from attending classes. Over 61% of former
foster youth explained that transportation was the biggest factor that caused them to miss
class and dropout of college. Additionally, Courtney et al.’s (2016) study showed that
67% of foster youth alumni indicated that they had aspirations to obtain a 4-year degree
or higher; however, 40% of them were not enrolled in college. More than 30% of the
participants expressed having at least one barrier in continuing their college education.
Half of the former foster youth indicated that transportation was either a major or minor
barrier that prevented them from returning to college. Transitional-aged foster youth who
do not have reliable transportation cannot attend classes, which delays their opportunity
to complete a college degree.
Lack of College Preparation
High school completion is an indicator of college enrollment and collegiate
success. With only 50% of foster youth completing high school, research suggests that
they are less likely to be prepared for college (Cohn & Kelly, 2015; Day et al., 2012;
Salazar, 2013; Schelbe, 2018; Unrau, Font, & Rawls, 2012; Wiegmann et al., 2014). In
Reilly’s (2003) study, 31% of foster youth alumni did not have a high school diploma and
only 30% of them were enrolled in college. About one third of the participants were
unemployed, and over 70% of them earned less than $15,000.00 a year. Over half of the
former foster youth indicated that they were ill-prepared to live on their own due to
multiple placement changes, a lack of services, pregnancy, and less education. Similarly,
in Merdinger, Hines, Osterling, and Wyatt’s (2005) study, former foster youth were
interviewed regarding their experiences at several 4-year institutions. The majority of the
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participants indicated they encountered at least one barrier to obtaining services at their
university. About 20% of foster youth expressed that they had either dropped out or took
a leave of absence from school. Over 60% of the participants explained that they were
ill-prepared for college. Jones’s (2010) study followed foster youth alumni who were
enrolled in college for 36 months after aging out of the foster care system. All of the 44
participants were either enrolled in a community or 4-year college at the time of the
initial interview. Only 12% to 30% of the participants were enrolled part time at the exit
interview, and many of the participants who were enrolled in 4-year programs were no
longer enrolled. Over half of the former foster youth explained that they were illprepared for college. Without a college degree, access to resources to sustain life among
this population are often in the form of public assistance (Berzin, Rhodes, & Curtis,
2011; Byrne et al., 2014; Courtney et al., 2016; Salazar, 2013; Schelbe, 2018; Steward et
al., 2014). The financial support and resources provided through the public assistance
program are less than the living wage. Therefore, many former foster youth are faced
with the harsh reality of living in poverty and are confronted with unwanted hardships.
California’s Foster Youth Alumni Outcomes
The majority of foster youth indicate that they aspire to go to college and obtain
degrees (Courtney & Okpych, 2017); however, only about 10% to 30% enroll in college
(Courtney & Hook, 2017) and less than 10% graduate with a 4-year degree (Salazar,
2013). California exceeds other states’ population of foster youth up to 10 to 20 times
more each year. Therefore, they are at more risk for experiencing hardships and
continued adversity. California has passed several assembly bills and initiatives to
improve the higher educational outcomes of former foster youth; however, they continue
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to fall behind the general population including individuals who come from low
socioeconomic backgrounds.
Higher Educational Outcomes
In 2012, California extended foster care from age 18 until 21 for eligible foster
youth. These services would allow for youth to remain in care if they were working,
enrolled in school (high school or college), enrolled in a work program, or possessed a
disability. Even with this provision, foster youth alumni still experience challenges and
disadvantages in higher education. A report by Frerer et al. (2011) revealed the
educational statistics of former foster youth in four California counties, which showed
that they lagged behind individuals with similar backgrounds. The report showed that
foster youth were more likely to face barriers that prevented them from succeeding in
high school and college such as multiple placement moves, attending low-performing
schools, academic failures, and possessing a disability. The report indicated that foster
youth alumni were more likely to enroll in community college, be enrolled in remedial
classes, drop out, or not obtain a degree compared to individuals with low socioeconomic
backgrounds. Similarly, Frerer et al.’s (2013a) study revealed that one quarter of the
former foster youth in their study had a disability and experienced three or more
placement moves, the majority of them graduated from low-performing schools, and they
performed lower on state standardized tests. The report showed that former foster youth
are less likely to persist at the community college level and are more likely to have
academic failures than individuals from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Likewise, in a
report by the California College Pathways (2015), former foster youth were more likely
to enroll in community college, take basic remedial classes, take more time to complete a
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certificate or degree, and take longer to complete basic skills courses. The report
revealed that foster youth alumni were less likely to participate in support programs,
attend college full time, enroll in college after graduating high school, complete courses
and earn units by the end of the first year of college compared to individuals of low
socioeconomic backgrounds. Furthermore, Courtney et al.’s (2016) longitudinal study of
former foster youth from California revealed that over 25% of them were neither enrolled
nor employed by age 19. The study showed that over 45% of transitional-aged foster
youth were enrolled in community college, only 12% were enrolled at a 4-year
university, some of them were still completing a high school degree, and 18% were
unemployed. The majority of the participants experienced difficulties in their transition
to college including organization, rigorous classwork, and balancing parenting, school,
and work. The participants expressed that needing to work and affording college were
the main barriers for not returning to college. Additionally, the report indicated that
former foster youth were more likely to drop out of high school, be unemployed, not be
enrolled in college, be enrolled part time in a community college, and be a dropout of
college compared to nonfoster youth. Although there have been supports for former
foster youth, especially at the community college level, it appears as though they
continue to struggle academically and face barriers to higher educational success.
Employment Outcomes
Employment allows individuals to provide for their basic needs such as food,
shelter, and clothing. Unfortunately, individuals who do not possess a high school
diploma will more than likely not earn a living wage to support themselves sufficiently
and will have to rely on public assistance (Baum et al., 2013; Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017;
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Hook & Courtney, 2011; Naccarato et al., 2010; Okpych & Courtney, 2014; Stewart et
al., 2014). Unemployment, working part time, low wages, and relying on government
assistance is a harsh reality for many former foster youth as they transition throughout
adulthood (Byrne et al., 2014; Courtney et al., 2016; Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017; Hook &
Courtney, 2011; Salazar, 2013; Stewart et al., 2014). A study conducted by Courtney,
Zinn, Koralek, and Bess (2011) followed former foster youth who participated in a work
program in Kern County, California. The majority of the participants indicated that they
had a disability, and over 40% had committed at least one or more delinquent acts. Only
0.8% of them had a high school diploma and only 15.7% had ever been employed. In
Stewart et al.’s (2014) study, former foster youth’s employment outcomes were tracked
up until their mid-20s in three states including North Carolina, Minnesota, and California.
The report revealed that only 62% of former foster youth in California were employed,
15% had never received income from employment, and employment decreased for this
group after age 19. The report showed that former foster youth from California earned
less, had inconsistent work stability, and were paid less than individuals from low-income
families. Courtney et al.’s (2016) study followed former foster youth from age 17 to 19
after exiting foster care. Over 65% of former foster youth were not working, only 15%
were employed, and 15.5% reported working two jobs. Over 30% of them worked 40
plus hours a week in which some were only receiving $9.00 per hour, which is below
California’s minimum wage. Additionally, over 30% of the former foster youth indicated
that they were working part time because they were in school, and 20% of them specified
that they could not find full-time employment. Consequently, more than 60% of them
reported that their yearly total gross income was less than $10,001.00. The study
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revealed that foster youth work less, earn less, and have less assets than nonfoster youth
throughout their adulthood.
Outcomes of Female Foster Youth Alumni in California
A foster youth who lives in California will more than likely experience some kind
of barrier as a result of the state’s having the highest number of children in foster care.
Recent studies conducted on foster youth alumni in California have shown that females
experience more negative outcomes than men. Courtney, Charles, Okpych, Napolitano,
and Halsted (2014) conducted a total of three longitudinal studies of foster youth alumni
and their outcomes in California over a period of 4 years. The first study found that
females had higher rates of parents with educational deficits, rape, molestation, suicidal
ideations, mental health diagnosis, and lower reading rates. The second study revealed
that female foster youth alumni were more likely or twice as likely to report having a
sexually transmitted infection, difficulty making friends during college, not enrolled in
school due to childcare issues, working less, experiencing food insecurity, receiving
psychological services, having a health condition, having more than one mental health
disorder, and receiving less supports compared men (Courtney, Okpych, Charles, et al.,
2016). In the third report, Courtney et al. (2018) study showed that female foster youth
alumni experienced more barriers to continue their college education, less hourly wages,
less health insurance benefits, more emotional counseling, sexually risky behaviors, and
domestic violence encounters than the men. Similarly, Courtney, Okpych, Mikell, et al.’s
(2016) study of case workers in California and their perceptions about foster youth
alumni outcomes revealed that females under the age of 20 had given childbirth at least
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once, were more likely to be unemployed, and were less likely to manage positive
relationships.
Supporting Former Foster Youth in College
Interventions are designed to assist in creating successful outcomes and to help
improve the quality of life of the intended recipients. Over the years, many states have
passed legislation and implemented initiatives both at the community college and the
university to provide interventions for former foster youth to increase their chances of
experiencing successful outcomes. In recent years, there has been an increase of
collegiate programs that provide supportive services to former foster youth. There are
over 31 universities in California that have programs that are specifically designed to
improve the higher educational outcomes of former foster youth. Additionally, in 2006
California passed the Foster Youth Success Initiative (FYSI) in which over 110
community colleges have a foster youth liaison to provide them with information
regarding supportive services they can access on their campus and campuses they desire
to transfer (California College Pathways, 2009). While these supports do not solely
determine academic success, they create opportunities for achievement. Federal funding
such as the John H. Chafee Foster Care Program was created to provide former foster
youth with Education and Training Vouchers (ETVs) for postsecondary support. In
addition, states have increased the age of foster care services from age 18 to 21 in an
effort to decrease the historical negative outcomes that transitional-aged foster youth
experience upon exiting the child welfare system. Additionally, research has shown that
institutional and noninstitutional supports assist former foster youth in successful degree
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completion (Gamez, 2017; Hattick, 2015; R. Kirk & Day, 2011; Salazar, Haggerty, et al.,
2016; Sensiper & Barragán, 2017; Unrau, Dawson, Hamilton, & Bennett, 2017).
Institutional Supports
The majority of youth who age out of the child welfare system have a lack of
support in the following areas: financial, social/emotional, mental, and most importantly,
parental. These following factors put former foster youth at a higher risk of not attending
or dropping out of college. In response to the college dropout rates of foster youth
alumni and efforts to increase retention rates among this vulnerable population, colleges
have created programs to provide them with supports such as financial assistance, social
and emotional wellness, academic tutoring and advising, and housing. Table 1 describes
the nature of the supports that transitional-aged foster youth receive through campus
support programs.
Table 1
Campus Support Services for Former Foster Youth
Support

Purpose

Housing

Provide stability and to meet basic needs.

Financial aid

Ensure ongoing financial assistance

Counseling/mentoring

Offer social and emotional support

Academic advising/assistance

Promote academic success

Employment

Increased economic opportunities

Note. Adapted from Helping California’s Foster Youth Access Higher Education and Reach
Their Educational Goals, by California College Pathways, 2009 (http://www.cacollegepathways
.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/8-ca-college-pathways-annual-rpt-07-082.pdf)

In prior years, housing during the vacation and summer months was not available for
foster youth alumni, which caused some to drop out of college. Salazar, Jones, et al.’s
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(2016) study indicated that stable and consistent housing was a factor that allowed former
foster youth to persist throughout college. Studies have shown that college tuition can
range anywhere from $9,000.00 to $35,000.00 a year depending on which institution a
student selects, which is expensive especially for incoming freshmen with no financial or
family assistance (Farmer, 2015; Nienhusser & Oshio, 2017; Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow,
2016). In a study conducted by Ford (2015), directors of community and 4-year colleges
indicated that providing stipends, advising financial aid, and connecting students to
programs that provided some type of financial assistance allowed foster youth alumni to
persist through their second year in college. Social and emotional support is needed to
increase overall well-being and stay connected to others to maintain healthy relationships.
In Salisberry’s (2016) study, all 12 of the former foster youth indicated that individuals
such as professors, counselors, and academic advisors played an integral part in their
persistence toward degree completion. When students struggle academically, tutoring
and academic advising can help improve their grades and put them on track to graduate.
In a report by Nuñez-Alvarez and Uekusa (2012), 100% of the foster youth alumni who
participated in the ACE Scholars Program at California State University San Marcos
indicated that receiving academic advising and tutoring was beneficial in helping them
obtain a degree. It is nearly impossible to enroll, persist, and complete a college degree
without some type of institutional support. It has been evident that former foster youth
experience failures in postsecondary education; however, with institutional supports,
research has shown that they have been able to persist and obtain collegiate degrees
(Ford, 2015; Hallett, Westland, & Mo, 2018; Hernandez & Naccarato, 2010; Lopez &
Duran, 2016; Salazar, 2011; Salazar, Jones, et al., 2016).
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Noninstitutional Supports
Former foster youth rely heavily upon institutional supports to meet their needs,
persist, and obtain degrees. However, when assistance is not provided by the institution
and additional resources are needed noninstitutional supports assist foster youth alumni in
academic success as well. Studies have shown that former foster youth need a strong
supportive system as they transition into adulthood, during their degree programs, and
throughout their adulthood (Fryar, Jordan, & DeVooght, 2017; Jay Miller et al., 2017;
L. P. Jones, 2014; Murray, 2013; Nesmith & Christophersen, 2014; Watt et al., 2013).
This social support consists of various individuals such as friends, family, social workers,
and church family who are able to provide motivation, encouragement, inspiration, and
assistance when necessary. These relationships are important, needed, and necessary for
the personal and professional growth of foster youth alumni.
The Independent Living Program (ILP) is designed to teach foster youth skills for
living intrapersonal and interpersonally after exiting care. Former foster youth are able to
access ILP services from ages 14 to 21, which include but are not limited to
transportation, housing, money management, employment, mental health, and support
and advocacy (Courtney, Charles, Okpych, & Halsted, 2015; Greeson, Garcia, Kim,
Thompson, & Courtney, 2015; Lemon, Hines, & Merdinger, 2005; Montgomery,
Donkoh, & Underhill, 2006; Okpych, 2015). These services serve as an additional
support to transitional-aged foster youth and their basic needs are met through
participation in this noninstitutional support program.
While there are support programs and services at the community college and
undergraduate level, there are limited supports at the graduate level for foster youth who
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aspire to obtain graduate degrees. When former foster youth graduate with a bachelor’s
degree, their membership in programs that are specifically designed to assist them ends.
There are limited services to support foster youth alumni in graduate programs, and the
majority of the funding at the graduate level is in the form of loans. As a result, these
individuals have to rely on noninstitutional supports to empower, motivate, and
encourage them to successfully complete their degrees. There is no research regarding
noninstitutional supports that foster youth alumni can access at the graduate level that
support them in successful degree completion, and this study fills that gap.
Foster Youth Alumni Graduating College
Although research has shown that foster youth alumni graduate at lower rates than
nonfoster youth, including individuals from low socioeconomic backgrounds, there are
youth who triumph and successfully obtain a 4-year degree (Cage, 2018; California
College Pathways, 2015; Cohn & Kelly, 2015; National Working Group on Foster Care
and Education, 2014; Salazar, Haggerty, et al., 2016). In a study conducted by Merdinger
et al. (2005), 13.7% of the former foster youth participants were college graduates and
were pursuing graduate degrees. Although several of the individuals experienced several
hardships, almost half of them stated that their final degree objective was to obtain a
master’s degree and about one third of them aspired to achieve a doctoral degree.
Overall, the participants reported being happy with life and indicated that their sources of
support were financial aid, employment, counseling and mentoring services, and social
support. Similarly, Hass and Graydon’s (2009) study showed that 57% of the
participants were college graduates who were described as being academically successful
beyond their stay in foster care. The factors that contributed to the success of these youth
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were “competency, social support, and problem solving” (Hass & Graydon, 2009, p.
458). Furthermore, in Hattick’s (2015) study, 8% of the participants had a bachelor’s
degree and 46% had a master’s degree. The internal and external factors of resiliency
that the participants possessed were “self-perception, validating environments,
expectation of excellence, expectation of adults, and support in college” (Hattick, 2015,
p. 48).
Courtney et al.’s (2009) study showed that 2.5% of the participants possessed a
bachelor’s degree and 0.5% were currently pursuing a master’s degree. Similarly,
Courtney, Dworsky, et al.’s (2011) study revealed that 2.5% of former foster youth
earned a bachelor’s degree and 1.3% were enrolled in graduate programs. Likewise,
Dworsky and Pérez’s (2010) study also showed that 4.1% had obtained a bachelor’s
degree and 1% had a master’s degree. The factors that contributed to the success of these
individuals included campus support programs, supportive networks, tutoring, and
academic advising.
In contrast, all of the foster youth alumni in Salazar’s (2011) study had received
either a bachelor’s or master’s degree. Over 81.6% of the participants obtained a
bachelor’s degree and 18.4% had a master’s degree. Although former foster youth were
successful, they reported being less happy compared to those who were never in foster
care. The factors associated to successful degree completion were “academic-related
skills, institutional commitment, social support, social involvement, and institutional
financial support” (Salazar, 2011, p. 98). Likewise, Salazar’s (2013) study revealed that
81.6% of foster youth alumni successfully completed a bachelor’s degree and 18.4%
achieved a graduate degree. The participants were able to achieve success through the
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assistance of postsecondary supports. Furthermore, Tanner’s (2014) phenomenological
study examined the factors that contributed to successful degree completion of former
foster youth. All of the 10 participants held either a bachelor’s, master’s, or doctoral
degree. Results indicated that mentoring programs, campus support programs, supportive
networks, and self-determination were vital to their success in their degree programs.
Foster Youth Alumni With Graduate Degrees
To this date, there are no known studies that focus solely on the achievements and
experiences of former foster youth who possess a master’s or doctoral degree. There has
only been one study that highlighted the successes of former foster youth who
successfully obtained a graduate degree through participation in a graduate program
designed specifically for former foster youth. This mentoring program was established in
2013 at the University of California, Davis, as a pilot program for foster youth alumni
who were pursuing a graduate degree. The participants who obtained a graduate degree
were provided with mentoring, cultural and social capital, resume development,
educational support, and financial assistance.
There are studies that have reported the experiences of former foster youth who
have a graduate degree; however, their stories were not the primary focus of the study
(Hattick, 2015; Salazar; 2011, 2013; Tanner, 2014). National data of former foster youth
who have obtained a graduate degree do not currently exist. According to Gross (2016),
A challenge in conducting research on foster youth in postsecondary education is
the lack of nationally representative data that contain information about students’
experiences in foster care (e.g., length of time in care) as well as in postsecondary
education (e.g., enrollment characteristics). (p. 2)
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There are only a few studies that have reported the percentages of their participants who
possess a master’s or doctoral degree as outlined in Table 2.

Table 2
Studies of Former Foster Youth With Graduate Degrees
Percentage of former foster
youth with a master’s degree

Percentage of former foster
youth with a doctoral degree

1.0%

N/A

Salazar (2011)

14.3%

1.2%

Salazar (2013)

18.4%

N/A

Tanner (2014)

3.0%

1.0%

Hattick (2015)

46.0%

N/A

Salazar, Jones, et al. (2016)

17.9%

N/A

Study
Dworskzy & Pérez (2010)

The majority of research of former foster youth in college consists of studies at the
community college and undergraduate level. There are individuals who excel beyond the
undergraduate level and complete advanced degrees and their stories have been neglected
in the literature. This study adds to the body of literature regarding foster youth alumni
who have graduate degrees and supports that assisted them in successful degree
completion.
Resilience of Foster Youth Alumni in College
Foster youth alumni who are resilient demonstrate that they possess internal
qualities of self-esteem, social competence, problem-solving skills, self-efficacy,
spirituality, educational aspirations, and the belief that they have a purpose in life and can
succeed despite obstacles and hardships they endure (Davis-Smith, Wilson, Lane, Harry,
& Marshall, 2015; Hass, Allen, & Amoah, 2014; Hass & Graydon, 2009; Neal, 2017;
Strolin-Goltzman, Woodhouse, Suter, & Werrbach, 2016). Environmental factors also
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serve a source of resiliency among former foster youth including positive relationships,
family support, school community, and community involvement (Batsche et al., 2014;
Benard, 1991; Curtin, Schweitzer, Tuxbury, & D’Aoust, 2016; Henderson, Benard, &
Sharp-Light, 2007; Hines, Merdinger, & Wyatt, 2005; Samuels & Pryce, 2008).
Research of foster youth alumni in college has shown that internal and external factors of
resilience have led to the academic success of these individuals (Davis et al., 2015; Hass
& Graydon, 2009; Murray, 2013; Neal, 2017; Parker, 2014; Uesugi, 2009).
In Hass and Graydon’s (2009) study, foster youth alumni were classified as
academically successfully (completing a postsecondary program or having a junior
standing in college) identified having resilient qualities of internal strengths and
environmental factors. Over 80% of the participants reported social support as an
indicator of academic success. Additionally, over 75% of the participants identified a
strong sense of purpose as an internal resilient quality. Most notably, over 95% of the
participants explained that having self-confidence in completing their education was the
strongest resilient quality that determined their academic success. Similarly, Uesugi’s
(2009) study examined the internal and external factors of resilience that helped former
foster youth to succeed in college. It was discovered that the participants possessed selfefficacy, the belief of success, and the desire to create a better life that allowed them to
persist in college. Additionally, the study revealed that caring adults, spirituality and
faith, and institutional services were environmental factors that allowed the participants
to also persist throughout college. Likewise, Davis et al.’s (2015) study reported the
internal and external factors of resilience of African American former foster youth at
historically Black colleges (HBCs). The external factors that allowed the participants to
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endure were caring adults, participation in community organizations, and positive
relationships. The internal factors that contributed to the success of the participants were
determination to create a better life, educational aspirations, and self-confidence.
Resilience has been the leading framework to explain how individuals with traumatic
pasts are able to rely on internal strengths and environmental assets in order to triumph
through adversity and achieve success. The next section provides a better understanding
of resilience theory and offers two additional frameworks to explain how foster youth
alumni are able to achieve success in higher education and throughout life.
Theoretical Framework
Trauma, hardships, and repeated adversities have been the experiences of foster
youth alumni. Exposure to traumatic events leads to neurodevelopment failures,
cognitive deficits, behavioral issues and social ills, and health-related diseases. There
have been numerous studies that reported such outcomes of transitional-aged foster
youth, which led to unsuccessful futures and negative consequences for these individuals
(Ahrens, Garrison, & Courtney, 2014; Eastman & Putnam-Hornstein, 2018; Krinsky,
2010; Tyler & Melander, 2010; White et al., 2015; Yen, Powell Hammond, & Kushel,
2009). While this might be the narrative of some individuals who exit the foster care
system, there are former foster youth who overcame such tragedies and were able to
achieve success. This section examines three theoretical frameworks—college retention
theory, theory of mattering, and resiliency theory—that provide an explanation as to why
foster youth alumni are able to succeed in spite of their traumatic backgrounds.

45

Resilience Theory
Resilience has been studied throughout the literature of at-risk children who live
in toxic environments and are exposed to trauma known as “risk factors” to explain how
they were able to overcome their experiences of adversity (Masten, Best, & Garmezy,
2008; Newson & Newson, 1974; Osborn, 1990; Pines, 1984; Werner & Smith, 1982,
1989, 1992). A child who is resilient can be characterized as possessing attributes such
as confidence, self-efficacy, social competence, critical thinking skills, goal oriented,
self-discipline, positive identity, and positive values (Benson, 1997; Garmezy, 1991;
Gilligan, 2000; Greene, Galambos, & Lee, 2004; Henderson et al., 2007; Rutter, 1987).
These attributes are known as internal resilient qualities or protective factors and are
characterized in four separate groups as social competence, autonomy, problem-solving
skills, and a sense of purpose and future (Benard 1991, 1993a, 1995). Internal
characteristics alone do not allow for a child to be resilient, but there must be external
factors that exist within their life in order for them to overcome adversity. Environmental
protective factors from family, friends, and community members include caring and
support, high expectations, encouraging participation, providing opportunities for
participating, and providing services (Benard, 1991, 1993b; César Dias & Cadime, 2017;
Gilligan, 2000; Holmes, Yoon, Voith, Kobulsky, & Steigerwald, 2015; Masten &
Gramezy, 1985; Meng, Fleury, Xiang, Li, & D’Arcy, 2018; Werner, 1990). Therefore,
resilience can be defined as one’s ability to overcome adversity through accessing
internal strengths and utilizing support systems. Children who overcome the odds of
being placed in the foster care system are considered to be resilient according to the
definitions offered by the researchers in Table 3.
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Table 3
Resilience Defined
Author

Definition

Anthony &
Cohler (1987)

“Resilience is a global concept dealing with how a child copes with stress and
trauma. Resilience, like competence and adaptation as outcomes of coping,
deals with growth and hope” (p. 101).

Benard (1995)

“A set of qualities that foster a process of successful adaptation and
transformation despite risk and adversity” (p. 2).

Dent &
Cameron
(2003)

"Bounce back from adversity, to cope with and manage major difficulties and
disadvantages in life, and even to thrive in the face of what appear to be
overwhelming odds” (p. 5).

Richardson
(2002)

“The process of coping with adversity, change, or opportunity in a manner
that results in the identification, fortification, and enrichment of resilient
qualities or protective factors” (p. 308).

Rutter (1990)

“The term used to describe the positive pole of the ubiquitous phenomenon of
individual difference in people's responses to stress and adversity” (p. 182).

Henderson
(2012)

“The ability to overcome challenges of all kinds–trauma, tragedy, personal
crises, plain ‘ole’ life problems–and bounce back stronger, wiser, and more
personally powerful” (p. 1).

Gilligan (1997) “Those qualities which cushion a vulnerable child from the worst effects of
adversity in whatsoever form it takes and which may help a child or young
person to cope, survive and even thrive in the face of great hurt and
disadvantage” (p. 12).

Although there have been many definitions offered to explain what resilience is,
Richardson (2002) provided a deeper understanding of resiliency by outlining the
framework in three waves in which he calls resiliency inquiry. The first wave of
resilience is described as “the character, trait, or situational premise of resiliency is that
people possess selective strengths or assets to help them survive adversity” (Richardson,
2002, p. 309). A strength is a quality that an individual possesses and can include
anything from intelligence to humor. The first wave of resiliency is predicated on an
individual’s strengths, which help him or her get through hardships (Richardson, 2002).
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In Hines et al.’s (2005) study, foster youth alumni were interviewed to determine factors
they possessed that helped them make it to college. Results indicated that they possessed
resilient qualities such as “assertiveness, independence, goal orientation . . . and the
ability to make conscious changes” (Hines et al., 2005, p. 391).
Richardson (2002) described the second wave of resiliency as “the process of
coping with adversity, change, or opportunity in a manner that results in the
identification, fortification, and enrichment of resilient qualities or protective factors”
(p. 308). This is achieved by applying resilient qualities in the midst of a traumatic event
or hardship to achieve a desirable outcome. Former foster youth overcome their
traumatic pasts by utilizing a holistic approach incorporating their mind, body, and spirit.
Samuels and Pryce (2008) discovered that the foster youth alumni in their study
possessed a resilient quality which they termed “survivalist of self-reliance” (p. 1205).
The participants refused to give up, were determined to survive against all odds, and
proclaimed, “What doesn’t kill you makes you stronger” (Samuels & Pryce, 2008,
p. 1207).
The third wave of resiliency explains that “there is a force within everyone that
drives them to seek self-actualization, altruism, wisdom, and harmony with a spiritual
source of strength” (Richardson, 2002, p. 313). The individual determines what this
force is (energy or spirit) and ascribes meaning to it. Uesugi’s (2009) study of resilient
foster youth alumni described their relationship with God as being an external factor that
contributed to their success. The participants explained that they were able to overcome
obstacles due to their spiritual connection with God.
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College Retention Theory
The first year of college can be full of challenges as well as excitement. Tinto
(1993) explained that individuals enter college with various attributes such as genetic
dispositions, personal aspirations, a range of skills, financial resources, and academic
ability. The combination of these attributes paired with a university environment impacts
student persistence as well as the institution’s ability to maintain attrition and retention.
Tinto’s (1975, 1993) student integration model suggests that retention is correlated to an
individual’s institutional experience, which includes formal and informal factors such as
academic performance, faculty and staff interactions, extracurricular activities, and peer
group interactions. Similarly, Spady (1970) explained that retention is directly related to
the interaction that students have at their academic institutions. Additionally, he found
that friendship and social support are strong indicators of retention (Spady, 1970).
Likewise, Pascarella’s (1980) student-faculty informal contact model explains that social
interactions among students and faculty are linked to college retention.
Watt et al.’s (2013) study of foster youth alumni enrolled in a college support
program showed that participation in the program allowed them to persist through their
second year of college. Participants explained that they benefited from services provided
by the program staff to develop self-efficacy and positive relationships with others.
Similarly, Jay Miller et al.’s (2017) study of former foster youth enrolled in a campus
program indicated that the services they received allowed them to persist and achieve
academic success. The participants explained that precollege supports were most
beneficial for college enrollment. Additionally, academic financing, campus awareness,
and peer support were ranked the most important services received in the program.
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Likewise, Unrau et al.’s (2017) study showed that foster youth alumni enrolled in a
support program graduated at a higher rate (30%) than the research reported rate (1%6%). Participants in this program explained that the services they received allowed them
to persist and achieve academic success, especially the financial assistance and adult
guidance.
Furthermore, research agrees that although individual commitment, personal
attributes, skills, and academic ability are strong indicators of retention, the institutional
environment is significant in college retention (Braxton et al., 2013; Feldman, 2017;
Pascarella, 1980; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1993, 2012). Institutional programs that are
specifically designed for foster youth alumni include components of social and emotional
support from faculty, academic support, financial assistance, and goal setting, which
allow them to persist, obtain college degrees, and achieve success (Dominguez, 2017;
Gamez, 2017; Jay Miller et al., 2017; Kinarsky, 2017; Sensiper & Barragán, 2017; Unrau
et al., 2017; Watt et al., 2013).
Theory of Mattering
People do better when they feel a sense of belonging and significance and when
they know that they are needed. Rosenberg and McCullough (1981) explained that
“mattering is a motive: the feeling that others depend on us, are interested in us, are
concerned with our fate, or experience us as an ego-extension exercises a powerful
influence on our actions” (p. 165). Therefore, an individual who knows that he or she
matters to others is more self-aware regarding how his or her behaviors and actions affect
others. Schlossberg (1989) explained that “mattering refers to our belief, whether right or
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wrong, that we matter to someone else. This belief acts as a motivator” (p. 9). As a
result, mattering to others can act as a motivator for success.
According to Rosenberg and Mcullough (1981), “Mattering is the direct
reciprocal of significance" (p. 163). Everyone wants and needs to feel significant
especially children who are placed in the foster care system. In addition, Strayhorn
(2015) explained that “belonging is related to mattering and mattering matters” (p. 25).
Mattering and a sense of belonging and significance is directly connected to positive
outcomes. Furthermore, Scholossberg, Lynch, and Chickering (1989) stated,
Institutions that focus on mattering and greater student involvement will be more
successful in creating campuses where students are motivated to learn, where their
retention is high, and ultimately, where their institutional loyalty for the short- and
long-term future is ensured. (p. 14)
Salisberry’s (2016) study of foster youth alumni who were classified as academically
successful indicated that caring relationships, positive adults, and a sense of belonging
were factors associated with persistence. The recent graduates and current seniors
expressed that program and faculty staff supported them and worked effortlessly to
remove barriers and obstacles to graduation. Similarly, in Kinarsky’s (2017) study,
former foster youth who participated in the Guardian Scholars Program indicated that
they were able to develop a sense of belonging and felt connected to the campus. The
participants explained that they received strong support from campus staff, they were
connected to positive adults, and they were provided with services to help them persist
through college. Likewise, Ford’s (2015) study reported the perceptions of college
directors and counselors regarding factors related to the theory of mattering that helped
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retain foster youth alumni and contribute to their success. Supplying campus tours,
hosting orientations, providing a welcoming environment, fostering encouragement, and
offering support from multiple services through various programs were stated as factors
that led to successful outcomes for foster youth alumni. The most notable factor of
mattering was establishing a connection with former foster youth from the very first day
of interaction.
Conclusions
Children in foster care experience barriers to academic success at higher rates
than nonfoster youth. These barriers oftentimes prevent them from experiencing the
benefits that education provides. While this may be true for many foster youth, there are
an unspoken number of former foster youth who refuse to allow their hardships to block
their success. Although literature has focused on the successes of former foster youth at
the undergraduate level, there are many resilient individuals who possess graduate
degrees. Foster youth alumni are able to persist and achieve academic success through
institutional and noninstitutional supports; however, there are limited resources for
former foster youth who aspire to obtain graduate degrees. Research of foster youth
alumni have solely focused on their achievements at the undergraduate level. National
data do not exist of former foster youth who have graduate degrees, and their stories are
neglected within the literature. The stories and achievements of foster youth alumni who
have graduate degrees are highlighted in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
Chapter III describes the methodology that was used to answer the research
questions in this case study. The purpose of the study and the research questions are
restated in this chapter. Also included in this chapter are the research design, the
population, target population and sampling selection process, and a discussion relating to
instrumentation regarding reliability and validity. In addition, the data collection
procedures, the data analysis, the limitations, and a summary are also included in this
chapter.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to identify and describe the
institutional and noninstitutional sources of support that California female foster youth
alumni perceive enabled them to successfully complete a graduate degree.
Research Questions
1. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of institutional support that
enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
2. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
3. How do the sources of institutional and noninstitutional support compare as perceived
by female foster youth alumni with graduate degrees?
Research Design
This study utilized a qualitative multiple-case study methodology through
utilization-focused sampling to explore the “information-rich cases” of foster youth
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alumni who have graduate degrees (Patton, 2015, p. 53). The participants in this study
are considered to be information-rich cases because their achievements provide insight
into their desire to overcome their traumatic pasts. They are also considered informationrich cases because this study provides some statistical data of foster youth alumni for
graduates, which is lacking in the literature. In addition, this is the first study to explore
institutional and noninstitutional supports that assist in successful degree completion
among foster youth alumni. According to Patton (2015), “Information rich cases are
those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the
purpose of research” (p. 53). The participants were selected because their experiences
offer a framework for developing supports for foster youth alumni who aspire to achieve
educational success. A multiple-case study involves choosing several participants (cases)
that are unique to the phenomenon to simplify the study’s findings and to influence
policy change (Patton, 2015).
Qualitative Methodology
Qualitative research or qualitative inquiry is descriptive in nature and is
exploratory. It explores and seeks to gain a better understanding of trends, thoughts, and
opinions. It also dives deeper into a problem or question(s) being asked by the
researcher. Qualitative inquiry describes and explores the phenomenon being studied.
Patton (2015) explained that through exploration of the phenomenon the participants are
able to tell their story in a way that allows for the reader to feel their experiences.
Similarly, “qualitative inquiry studies documents, analyzes, and interprets how human
beings construct and attach meanings to their experiences” (Patton, 2015, p. 13). In
qualitative research, the researcher seeks to explore the attitudes, beliefs, thoughts, and
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feelings of the participants. Patton described this type of inquiry as “capturing stories to
understand people’s perspectives and experiences” (p. 13). Therefore, this study captures
the stories of foster youth alumni regarding their experiences in graduate school and the
supports that they identified to assist them in successfully completing their degrees.
Qualitative research is not predictive; therefore, there are no hypotheses made by
the researcher (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). In a qualitative research design,
participants are interviewed or observed in their settings to collect information. Patton
(2015) stated, “Qualitative inquiry includes collecting quotes from people, verifying
them, and contemplating what they mean” (p. 14). The information gathered through
qualitative research is utilized to emerge themes to describe, compare, and explain the
experiences of the participants. In addition, qualitative inquiry involves mostly written
forms of data and is narrative. Researchers use qualitative designs to define a problem, to
express information not captured in quantitative studies, and to understand a phenomenon
from the perspective of the participants.
Case Study Design
Case studies explore the unique characteristics of individuals, groups of people,
organizations, events, activities, or theoretical frameworks such as self-determination or
resilience to gather rich information about the phenomenon through multiple sources
(Gerring, 2016; Patton, 2015; Simons, 2009; Swanborn, 2010; Yin, 2013). Ragin and
Becker (1992) explained that “at minimum, every study is a case study because it is an
analysis of social phenomena specific to time and place” (p. 2). The social phenomenon
to be explored is the academic achievements of foster youth alumni who, in spite of
enduring trauma, remained resilient.
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Feagin, Orum, and Sjoberg (1991) explained that exploring the “social history of
social groups” is a type of research that is associated with case studies (p. 5). The
experiences of foster youth alumni who have graduate degrees are explored and the
instutional and noninstutional supports they ulitilized are described and outlined.
According to Feagin et al., “Social histories that qualify as case studies are those
conducted on the past experience of a group and that seek therein to elicit discoveries and
insights that can illuminate the experience of other, similar groups” (p. 5). Ultimately,
the aim of this study was to highlight the supports that foster youth alumni need in order
to obtain success in graduate school and to remove barriers for foster youth alumni who
aspire to achieve the same level of success.
According to Patton (2015), a case study design can focus on a “unit or units of
analysis to be studied,” and the researcher is responsible for their definition of the case
(p. 260). The unit of analysis for this particular study includes a people-focused (foster
youth alumni), place-based (California), activity-focused (completing a graduate degree)
through an analysis-focused (semistructured interviews) approach. Patton also explained
that due to the varying definitions of case studies, the researcher has the autonomy and is
responsible for developing a definition for their case. Therefore, the case in this study is
defined as unique individuals who share a common collective phenomenon.
Case studies are conducted through single- or multiple-case designs. A singlecase design is utilized when a researcher wishes to study the behavior of a single
individual that is unusual or unique. Multiple-case designs are applied when the
researcher desires to replicate a theory or to provide readers with a better understanding
of the phenomenon through multiple perspectives. There are varying definitions and
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examples of single- and multiple-case study designs; however, for the purposes of this
study, simple-significant-case and multiple-case sampling as described by Patton (2015)
are explained in further detail to provide a rationale for why multiple-case sampling was
selected.
Multiple-Case Designs
In a multiple-case design, the researcher must choose several cases “of a
phenomenon so as to understand the phenomenon” (Patton, 2015, p. 295). According to
Stake (2006), there are two types of multiple-case designs: instrumental and intrinsic.
Researchers select instrumental multiple-case designs when they wish to generalize the
findings of the study in order to influence or inform policy change (Patton, 2015). An
intrinsic multiple-case study is utilized to simply gain a better understanding of the case.
For purposes of this study, this researcher selected a multiple-case design according to
the following criteria: each case is relevant, the cases are diverse, and the cases are “good
opportunities to learn about complexity and contexts” (Stake, 2006, p. 23). There are two
types of sampling used when selecting the multiple-case design, utilization-focused
sampling, and systematic qualitative evaluation reviews (Patton, 2015).
Utilization-focused sampling. Patton (2015) explained that cases are selected in
utilization-focused sampling and are significant to those who make decisions on the
behalf of a particular population. The cases selected in this study were foster youth
alumni. Patton further explained that the cases selected must add “a requirement that
cases selected for study will have credibility, relevance, and utility for primary intended
users” (p. 295). The participants of this study obtained advanced degrees in spite of their
experiences in the foster care system. In recent years, several states, especially
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California, have passed laws to increase supportive services at the higher educational
level to help foster youth alumni obtain degrees. The participants in this study shared
their insights regarding institutional and noninstitutional services.
Systematic qualitative evaluation reviews. A researcher would select to utilize
a systematic qualitative evaluation review sampling procedure to inform the field of
medicine. According to Patton (2015), “A systematic evaluation review seeks to identify,
appraise, select, and synthesize all high-quality evaluation research evidence relevant to a
particular arena of knowledge that is the basis for interventions” (p. 296). The aim of this
study was to influence policy change for foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain an
advanced degree. Therefore, systematic qualitative evaluation review was not utilized in
this study.
Population
According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), population or target population
is described as “a group of elements or cases, whether individuals, objects, or events, that
conform to specific criteria and to which we intend to generalize the results of the
research” (p. 129). The participants of this study were selected due to their collective
phenomenon to generalize the findings to inform policy change. Creswell (2008)
described population as individuals who belong to a common group who share similar
characteristics. The population of interest in this study was former foster youth with
advanced degrees.
According to the Casey Family Program (2018), approximately 4,500 children
exit the foster care system in California each year. Courtney and Hook (2017) suggested
that only about 15% to 30% of foster youth alumni will attend college after completing
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high school; therefore, as many as 1,350 former foster youth in California will attend
some type of college each year. Research suggests that less than 10% of foster youth
alumni graduate with a 4-year degree; therefore, approximately 100 foster youth alumni
who reside in California successfully complete an undergraduate degree each year (Alder,
2015; C. M. Kirk et al., 2013; Salazar, 2013). Although there is no national statistical
data of foster youth alumni who have advanced degrees, it is estimated that roughly 20 to
30 will complete a graduate degree in California each year. Therefore, the population of
this study is 20 foster youth alumni who reside in California who have advanced degrees.
Target Population
The target population of a study involves selecting participants who share
common experiences that provide in-depth information into the research questions.
Likewise, the target population explains the elements of the study for which the findings
are meant to generalize (Lavrakas, 2008). In addition, the target population consists of a
group of individuals with specific characteristics that are relevant to the study (McMillan
& Schumacher, 2010). Therefore, the target population for this study was individuals
who were formerly placed in the child welfare system who reside in counties in the Bay
Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, and Southern California in the state of California. The
criteria for participation in this study were individuals who
● were female;
● were foster youth alumni;
● resided in counties in the Bay Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, and Southern
California in the state of California;
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● had successfully completed a graduate degree; and
● agreed to participate in the study.
Sample
Participants who were selected from the target population were 12 female foster
youth alumni who had graduate degrees and were residing in the Bay Area, Central
Valley, Sacramento, and Southern California. The participants were selected through
purposive sampling for this study. Patton (2015) explained that “information-rich cases
are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the
purpose of the research; thus the term purposeful sampling” (p. 53). The participants
were selected because their experiences related to the research topic. Moreover, Patton
(2015) explained that in qualitative research, “cases for the study . . . are selected because
they are “information rich” and illuminative, this is, they offer useful manifestations of
the phenomenon of interest,” which is achieved through purposeful sampling (p. 46).
The foster youth alumni who were selected through the sample had experiences in the
foster care system, had advanced degrees, and resided in the four areas mentioned above.
In addition, snowball sampling was utilized to recruit more participants for the
study. The researcher had personal relationships with a few individuals who were placed
in the foster care system and obtained a graduate degree. These participants were asked
to be a part of the study and to recommend other participants who met the criteria. Patton
(2015) stated that, in snowball sampling, “start with one or a few relevant and
information-rich interviewees and then ask them for additional relevant contact, others
who can provide different and/or confirming perspectives” (p. 270). The researcher
contacted the director of the Guardian Professions Program at University California,
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Davis, regarding potential information-rich participants for this study. The director
posted a flyer on the Guardian Professions Facebook page (Appendix A), and individuals
contacted the researcher to participate in the study.
Instrumentation
This study utilized a semistructured interviewing technique to allow the
participants to answer open-ended questions and to speak freely about their experiences.
According to Fylan (2005), in the semistructured interviewing process, “you get to talk to
people in order to find out about what they have experienced and what they think and feel
about something that you are interested in” (p. 65). During the semistructured interview
process, the researcher is allowed to use probing questions to engage with participants,
build connections, and obtain specific information (Givens, 2008). One way to
accomplish this is through in-depth interviewing. During the in-depth interviewing
process, the focus is on the participant, the researcher is the listener, and a more natural
conversation evolves as a result of this technique.
Interview
This study utilized a multiple-case study method of foster youth alumni who
resided in four different areas in California. According to Patton (2015), “A case study
stands on its own as a detailed and rich story about a person, organization, event,
campaign, or program—whatever the focus of study (unit of analysis)” (p. 259).
Information-rich foster youth alumni cases of those who reside in counties in the Bay
Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, and Southern California were respectively the unit of
analysis for this study. The interview protocol (Appendix B) was developed to allow the
participants to provide factual information regarding the research questions. The
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questions were created to identify institutional supports and noninstitutional supports that
help foster youth alumni obtain graduate degrees using the literature identified in the
literature matrix (Appendix C).
Creswell (2013) explained that the researcher is the “key instrument” and
suggested that in qualitative research, the participants are asked open-ended questions
designed by the researcher through interviews. The literature review matrix (Appendix
C) from Chapter II was utilized to create open-ended questions for data collection to
answer the questions of this study. An alignment table (Appendix D) was developed by
the researcher and used with an expert panel to generate interview questions (Appendix
B) that aligned to the research questions of the study. The expert panel provided
feedback to ensure that the questions were worded properly and that the questions were
consistent and understandable (Lapan, Quartaroli, & Riemer, 2011). An interview
protocol was created by the researcher (Appendix B) to provide a detailed script to
address the interview questions.
Role of the Researcher
The researcher was the key instrument of the study. This researcher completed all
of the recruitment, collection of data, and generalized the findings. The researcher had a
personal relationship with some of the participants, which made her an insider.
According to Givens (2008), an “insider researcher is used to describe a situation where
the researcher is a part of the topic being investigated” (p. 433). The researcher had a
personal experience with being placed in the foster care system at age 8 and aging out at
age 18. As a foster youth alumnus, she has a graduate degree in which she leaned more

62

heavily upon noninstitutional supports to successfully complete her degree due to the
limited supports at the institutional level. Therefore, there was room for potential bias.
Bias
When conducting research, it is nearly impossible to avoid having some type of
bias about the subject or participants being studied. Researchers’ typical conduct is to
research topics with which they have familiarity and experience. People’s beliefs, values,
and experiences shape how they view the world and their interests or topics of study.
Mehra (2002) explained, “Who I am determines, to a large extent, what I want to study”
(p. 8). This explanation suggests that it is nearly impossible to be completely unbiased
when conducting research, especially for topics in which the researcher has a vested
interest. Mehra further explained that “researchers decide to study a topic because they
see a ‘personal connection’ to it at some level—either as a practitioner in the field, or as
an individual” (p. 8). Therefore, researchers are not fully capable of separating their
biases when conducting studies on various topics. To avoid potential biases, the voice of
the participants was the predominant voice of the study, which allowed them to tell their
story through their personal lenses (Mehra, 2002). In addition, the researcher kept a
journal of her personal thoughts and feelings to avoid biases. The researcher can also
avoid biases through validity and reliability, which is discussed in the next section.
Validity, Reliability, and Ethics
A challenge in conducting qualitative studies is designing the study for the
purpose of achieving validity and reliability of the data. In order to achieve validity, the
study has to measure the true accounts of the data through specific inquiry to explain the
phenomenon in review. Reliability is achieved through establishing a protocol for
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collecting data that can be easily replicated to achieve consistent results (Givens, 2008;
Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).
Validity. There are various ways to attain the validity of a study. Research
suggests that validity is achieved when the results are trustworthy and credible, others are
able to confirm the results, the results can be replicated, and the results can be applied
across different settings (Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008; Leung, 2015; Morse, Barrett,
Mayan, Olson, & Spiers, 2002; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). This can be accomplished
through content validity, which is “how well the items developed to operationalize a
construct to provide an adequate and representative sample of all the items that might
measure the construct of interest . . . usually depends on the judgment of experts in the
field” (Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008, p. 2279).
The researcher and two experts working at higher education institutions in
California enhanced the validity of the study by conducting a thorough examination of
the interview protocols (Appendix B) and question alignment table (Appendix D). The
two experts have doctoral degrees, are foster youth alumni, and have an extensive history
with providing services to transitional-aged foster youth. The interview questions were
aligned and adjusted to the research questions based on their feedback.
Researchers triangulate data to record the correct meanings of participants’ stories
and to ensure validity within the study. According to Yin (2013), the best way to
triangulate the data of a study is through the data collection stages. Triangulation
involves reporting “three ways of verifying or corroborating a particular event,
description, or fact being reported by a study” (Yin, 2013, p. 81).
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One way that the data were triangulated was through the use of audio recording,
which was explained to the participants before the interview and provided to the
participants in the informed consent document (Appendix E). Recording interviews
allowed the researcher to quote the participants’ exact words and accurately transcribe the
data. Likewise, the data were triangulated by looking at them several times, which Stake
(2006) called the “look again and again” method (p. 123). The researcher scanned the
data multiple times to develop and identify consistency in the wording to create themes as
described by the participants. Furthermore, triangulation was achieved through member
checking with the participants to ensure accuracy of their statements. The participants
were provided with a transcript of their interview (Appendix F) and were encouraged to
make changes or corrections to their statements and provide feedback as necessary.
When researcher’s instrumentations are valid, the test or survey administered “measures
what it is supposed to measure” (McMillian & Schumacher, 2010, p. 173).
Reliability. According to Merriam and Tisdell (2015), “Reliability refers to the
extent to which research findings can be replicated” (p. 250). Field notes were taken
throughout the interview process to ensure consistency and accuracy of the data.
Research suggests that a field test can increase the reliability of a study (Brown,
Lindenberger, & Bryant, 2008; Dikko, 2016; Hurst et al., 2015; Jacob & Furgerson,
2012). A field test was also conducted to maintain reliability throughout the study. The
researcher selected foster youth alumni who held a master’s degree, participated in a
program specifically designed for former foster youth, and who resided in Fresno,
California, to participate in the field test, but whose information was not utlized for this
study. The field-test participant was given the informed consent and the interview
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questions prior to her interview; these were to be provided to all of the participants
included in this study. In addition, the field test was observed by an expert who had a
doctoral degree in social work, was a professor of a University in California, and who
had experience with qualitative research inquiry.
Following the interview, the field-test participant and expert asked questions,
provided feedback, and clarified statements, which allowed the researcher to make
modifications prior to interviewing participants involved in this study. M. Allen (2017)
suggested that an instrument is reliable “if it yields consistent results across repeated
measures” (p. 732).
Ethics. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) stated,
Permission needs to be sought from multiple individuals and levels in
organizations, such as individuals in charge of sites, from people providing the
data . . . and from campus-based institutional review boards (IRBs) to collect data
from individuals and sites. (p. 175)
Before conducting interviews, the participants were provided with a copy of the purpose
of the study, which outlined the benefits, potential risks, and confidentiality (Appendix
E). In addition, the researcher was trained in Protecting Human Research Participants as
evidenced by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) Office of Extramural Research
certification on May 2, 2017 (Appendix G). Likewise, the researcher met the
requirements of protection of human subjects through Brandman University Institutional
Review Board (BUIRB). An application of review was submitted to the BUIRB and
approved (Appendix H). Each participant was given an informed consent (Appendix E)
and Bill of Rights documents (Appendix I) before participating in this study.
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Data Collection
Qualitative inquiry can be collected through interviews, observations, or artifacts.
The researcher collected data through semistructured interviews with 12 participants who
were foster youth alumni, had a graduate degree, and were residing in counties in the Bay
Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, and Southern California. All participants were emailed the interview questions (Appendix B) and selected a time and date to be
interviewed. The participants answered open-ended questions through an interview guide
in which Padgett (1998) explained that an “interview guide should contain an initial set of
questions that focus on areas of interest, and guide enough detail to cover key domains”
(p. 60). Each participant answered eight questions and additional probing questions
regarding their experiences regarding institutional and noninstitutional supports they
accessed throughout their graduate programs. Some participants were interviewed faceto-face and some were interviewed over the phone due to their location and availability.
The interviews lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes, and the participants provided the
researcher with consent to record the interviews. A follow-up call was conducted to
clarify responses, elaborate on ideas, and provide additional information that would offer
further insight into their case as needed. The interviews were transcribed by the
researcher, and the participants were provided with a copy of the transcript to ensure that
the information was correct.
Data Analysis
Qualitative data can be coded through open and axial coding by reviewing the
data, circling codes, and separating the codes into groups (Griffith University, 2013).
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The researcher examined the interviews multiple times and circled and highlighted like
terms and phrases of the transcribed interviews. After examining the data and developing
codes, the interviews were further examined and coded through the NVivo 11 software.
This software allowed the researcher to discover and examine data that were gathered
through her data collection methods. Additionally, the software allowed the researcher to
inspect the data to notice similarities, identify patterns, categorize codes, and discover
findings to the research question. Numerous words and phrases were coded through the
NVivo 11 software to provide an in-depth understanding of each case.
Lastly, intercoder reliability was utilized to measure the consistency among
variables. Griffith University (2013) explained that researchers can achieve intercoder
reliability through open and axial coding. Open coding is achieved when the researchers
review the data and circles codes. Axial coding is achieved when the researcher
separates codes into groups. The researcher examined the interviews multiple times and
circled and highlighted like terms and phrases of the transcribed interviews. After
examining the data and developing codes, the interviews were further examined and
coded through the NVivo 11 software. Likewise, intercoder reliability was attained
through additional analysis of all of the participants’ transcripts by an expert. This expert
has a doctoral degree, has published a few qualitative studies, and has experience with
coding qualitative data in the NVivo 11 software. The data analysis was compared and
modified by both researchers to ensure consistency of the results. Furthermore, 10% of
the coding was analyzed by a peer researcher, and the themes of the study were described
to institute an 80% or greater reliability (Patton, 2015).
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Limitations
There were a few limitations within this study. One limitation was that this study
only focused on foster youth alumni with graduate degrees. The study was also limited
by the small sample size. There were only 12 participants included in this study, which
can limit the generalizations of the study. Also, this study was limited to the selection of
participants who resided in counties in the Bay Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, and
Southern California in the state of California.
Summary
Chapter III restated the purpose statement and research questions and was
comprised of the methodology, population, sample, and instrumentation. The actions to
ensure validity and reliability were explained. Data collection, the analysis of data, and
the limitations were also discussed. Chapter IV includes the findings of the study.
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CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Chapter IV analyzes and describes all of the data that were collected from the
conducted interviews with the 12 female foster youth alumni who had successfully
completed their graduate programs. This chapter describes the institutional and
noninstitutional supports that each participant utilized to successfully complete her
degree. Also included in this chapter is a review of the purpose statement, research
questions, methodology, and population. In addition, this chapter includes the data from
each research question collected from each participant and themes and patterns that
emerged from each question. A descriptive narrative of each theme is represented in the
tables followed by a summary of each participant’s interview.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to identify and describe the
institutional and noninstitutional sources of support that California female foster youth
alumni perceive enabled them to successfully complete a graduate degree.
Research Questions
1. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of institutional support that
enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
2. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
3. How do the sources of institutional and noninstitutional support compare as perceived
by female foster youth alumni with graduate degrees?
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Research Methods and Data Collection Procedures
According to the literature, there are no studies that allow foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees to describe the institutional and noninstitutional supports they
perceived assisted them with successful degree completion. This qualitative multiplecase study utilized a semistructured opened-ended interview method that allowed female
foster youth alumni to describe and identify supports that were necessary to help them
successfully complete graduate school. Each participant was asked eight questions that
aligned with the research questions as outlined in Table 4 and additional probing
questions to elaborate on specific supports. The purpose of Research Questions 1 and 2
was to focus on the institutional and noninstitutional supports accessed throughout their
graduate programs. The purpose of Research Question 3 was to analyze how institutional
supports compare to noninstitutional supports.
Table 4
Alignment of Interview Questions

Research question

Corresponding interview questions

1. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be
sources of institutional support that enabled their
successful completion of a graduate degree?

Questions 1, 2, 3, 7

2. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be
sources of noninstitutional support that enabled
their successful completion of a graduate degree?

Questions 4, 5, 6, 7

3. How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni with graduate degrees?

Questions 2, 5, 7, 8

The researcher interviewed a few people she knew personally who met the criteria
of the study. One of the participants offered the contact information of other participants
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who also met the criteria of the study. The researcher provided the recruitment flyer to a
few staff members who were employed as program directors at institutions that provided
services to foster youth alumni. These individuals posted the flyer on their social media
pages. In addition, the flyer was also posted by the researcher on the Guardian
Professions Program Facebook page, which is a program that offers pre- and
postgraduate services to female foster youth.
A total of 12 individuals showed interest in participating in the study by texting or
e-mailing the researcher. Each participant was e-mailed a copy of the consent form
(Appendix E), the interview protocol and questions (Appendix B), and the Brandman
University Participant’s Bill of Rights (Appendix I). All of the participants responded to
the researcher with their selected time and date of the interview. All of the interviews
were conducted over the phone in accordance with the participant’s availability, location,
and preference. Each individual consented to a recorded interview as stated on the
consent form (Appendix E). The interviewer answered and responded to all questions
and comments prior to the recorded interview. Each participant either verbally consented
or signed the informed consent form confirming her participation in the study. The
interviews were recorded through a recording application on an iPhone device. All of the
interviews were transcribed by the researcher. Within a week of the initial interview,
each participant received a transcript of her interview and was provided with the
opportunity to make changes and corrections as necessary. Six participants added a few
extra supports to their transcripts that they accessed during their graduate programs.
Each of the six transcripts was further analyzed to code all additional data through the
NVivo software application to finalize each transcription. Themes and patterns emerged
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through open and axial coding of the data collected through each interview to answer the
research questions.
Interrater Reliability
When conducting research, each study must prove that it is reliable (Patton,
2015). The reliability of this study was increased through transcription of one interview
by an individual who has a doctorate in educational leadership and is an expert in
qualitative inquiry and NVivo software. The data analysis was compared and modified
by both researchers to ensure consistency of the results. Furthermore, 10% of the coding
was analyzed by a peer researcher, and the themes of the study resulted in an accuracy
rating of 90%, which is greater than the interrater reliability of 80% (Patton, 2015).
Population/Target Population
The population of this study consisted of female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees who resided in California. The target population consisted of the
unique characteristics of 12 female foster youth alumni who at the time of this study
resided in counties either in the Bay Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, or Southern
California (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patton, 2015).
Sampling Frame
For this study, the sampling frame consisted of participants who shared common
experiences that provided in-depth information into the research questions. In addition,
the sampling frame was comprised of 12 individuals with specific characteristics that
were relevant to the study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The criteria for
participation in this study were individuals who
● were female;
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● were foster youth alumni;
● resided in counties in the Bay Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, and Southern
California in the state of California;
● had successfully completed a graduate degree; and
● agreed to participate in the study.
Sample
The target population of this study was selected through purposeful sampling to
provide information-rich data of each case. According to Patton (2015), information-rich
cases provide an in-depth understanding about the purpose of the research. The 12
female foster youth alumni were selected for this study because of their phenomenon of
successfully completing their graduate programs of study despite being placed in the
foster care system. Patton added that cases are selected through purposeful sampling
because “they offer useful manifestations of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 46).
Snowball sampling was also utilized to select participants for the study. The
researcher contacted a few individuals with whom she had personal relationships who
met the criteria of the study. These individuals agreed to participate in the study and
provided contacts of other individuals who shared the study’s unique characteristics.
Patton (2015) suggested that in snowball sampling to “create a chain of interviews based
on people who know people who know people who would be good sources given the
focus on inquiry” (p. 270). The researcher contacted the directors of programs that
specifically provide services to female foster youth alumni to recruit information-rich
cases for this study. These individuals posted the recruitment flyer (Appendix A) on their
Facebook pages and individuals contacted the researcher to participate in the study. The
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researcher also posted the flyer on the Guardian Professions Program Facebook page to
recruit interviewees for this study.
Each of the 12 female foster youth alumni was selected through the utilizationfocused sampling strategy to influence policy development for current and former foster
youth. Patton (2015) explained that “utilization-focused sampling involves selecting
cases that will be relevant to the issues and decisions of concern to an identifiable group
of stakeholders and intended users” (p. 295). According to the literature, foster youth
alumni experience an array of negative outcomes upon exiting the child welfare system
such as homelessness, unemployment, incarceration, reliance on government assistance,
mental health issues, and poverty (Center for Social Services Research, 2013; Courtney,
Okpych, Charles, et al., 2016; Dworsky & Gitlow, 2017; Frerer, Sosenko, & Henke,
2013; National Working Group on Foster Care and Education, 2014; Stewart et al.,
2014). In addition to these negative outcomes, foster youth alumni are more likely to
drop out of college and least likely to earn a 4-year degree compared to their peers
(California College Pathways, 2015; Center for Social Services Research, 2013; Day,
Dworsky, & Feng, 2013; Frerer et al., 2011, 2013a). Therefore, the 12 female foster
youth alumni were selected to provide relevant information on how to best support
individuals of this population who desire to obtain advanced degrees.
Demographic Data
The participants were not provided with a demographic questionnaire for this
multiple-case study; however, their ethnicities are recorded. Each participant met the
unique characteristics as outlined in Table 5.
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Table 5
Demographic Data of Female Foster Youth Alumni in This Study

Pseudonym Type of degree

Foster youth
alumni

Location

Ethnicity

Yes
Yes

White
LatinX/Hispanic

Yes
Yes

Hispanic
Hispanic

Dyanna

Master’s
Bay Area
Master’s/doctorate Southern
California
Master’s
Sacramento
Master’s
Southern
California
Master’s/doctorate Central Valley

Yes

Dominique
Deondra

Master’s
Master’s

Central Valley
Bay Area

Yes
Yes

Dani
Dana

Doctorate
Master’s

Yes
Yes

Deonne
Desirae
Dae

Master’s
Master’s
Master’s

Bay Area
Southern
California
Central Valley
Central Valley
Central Valley

African-Filipino
American
African American
Black-Filipino
American
Caucasian
Mexican American
/Latina
White
Hispanic/Mexican
German and English

Deanna
Deja
Destiny
Denise

Yes
Yes
Yes

Presentation of the Data
Semistructured open-ended interviews and the NVivo computer software were the
two methods utilized to analyze the data collected from each female foster youth
alumnus. The data collected from the interviews were analyzed in the computer software
program to develop common patterns and themes and themes and patterns uncommonly
shared based on the participant’s responses to the research questions. There was at least a
50% response rate for common themes shared among at least six of the female foster
youth alumni responses for Research Questions 1 and 2. The patterns and themes were
grouped into categories according to what literature has highlighted to be sources of
support for female foster youth alumni who attend higher educational institutions to
answer Research Question 3. There was at least a 50% response rate for each category
shared among at least six of the female foster youth alumni responses.
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Data Analysis by Female Foster Youth Alumni
The researcher assigned each participant a pseudonym to protect her identity.
Participants who offered to share identifying information regarding the names of their
institutions elected to highlight that information to be a part of the study. Each theme and
its frequency are represented in tables to display the data collected and analyzed of each
female foster youth alumnus’s interview.
Deanna. Deanna is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree. She
resides in the Bay Area. Deanna’s responses were identified within two of the six themes
and patterns related to Research Question 1, followed by her response frequencies. Each
of the six themes and patterns was identified within Deanna’s responses related to
Research Question 2, followed by her response frequencies. Six of the seven categories
related to Research Question 3 were identified throughout Deanna’s responses, followed
by her response frequencies. A list of identified themes, patterns, and categories for each
research question is provided in Table 6, followed by a summary of Deanna’s responses
to each research question.
RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Deanna made seven references to the theme “financial aid” during her
interview. She explained that without the help of financial assistance she would not have
been able to get through her program. Deanna expressed that she was able to secure a
scholarship to cover the costs of her basic needs. Additionally, she was awarded
emergency funding to cover the cost of medical expenses during her graduate program.
Deanna voiced that loans made up the majority of financial assistance that she received
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from her institution. As a result, she felt frustrated because there was no monetary
support for female foster youth alumni at the graduate level.
Table 6
Deanna: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

Frequency by
reference

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Financial aid
 Mental health services

7
3

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Social support
 Personal mentor
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Family
 Friends
 Financial contributions

6
5
2

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Financial assistance
 Emotional support
 Academic resources, services, and
supports

14
9
4
1

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic resources

1
1
1

8
5
3

Deanna made three references to the theme “mental health services” during her
interview. She explained that she was lucky to have received the emergency funding
from her institution to see a psychiatrist on campus. Deanna explained that she was
thankful for that counselor on campus who helped her get access to the mental health
services. Deanna expressed that the money that she received from financial aid was able
to cover visits to the psychiatrist. She stated that the mental health psychiatrist was
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located at the wellness center on campus and that she visited with her regularly. Deanna
noted that the psychiatrist was one of the reasons why she got through her program. It
should be noted that Deanna explained that she did not have a great experience at
Stanford. She explained that she felt isolated on campus and that the community was not
very welcoming.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Deanna made six references to the theme “social support” during her
interview. She explained that peer support was a noninstitutional support that she
accessed most and noted, “I developed great peer-to-peer connections with others in the
programs.” Deanna expressed that she gained valuable support from other female foster
youth alumni that she connected with during her doctoral program. She expressed,
I must add that in my doctorate program, I found extreme support with a few
peers that were also foster alumni pursuing a doctorate degree, and full-time
working professionals. They were not a part of my direct program, but I really
appreciated their support and encouragement through my doctoral journey.
Deanna referenced “personal mentor” five times during her interview. She
expressed that she did not feel connected to the professors at Stanford University and that
she was grateful that she gained mentors from her previous institution. She stated, “I
didn’t feel comfortable with speaking to the professors at Stanford and our relationship
was strictly professional. . . . My professors at my previous university were people I felt
like I could talk to.” Deanna indicated that she was grateful for making personal
connections with previous faculty and staff during her undergraduate studies at her home
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state university. She explained, “I had some mentors there I am still connected with.
They are really important to me and I am going to invite them to my wedding.”
The theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups” was
referenced twice during Deanna’s interview. She expressed that she was grateful for the
support she received from another doctoral student in the program. Deanna explained
that her cohort was cohesive and she appreciated their support. She stated, “I had a
cohort and they were there was some solidary there, I was closer with them than with
anyone else in the program.”
Deanna made one reference to the theme “family” during her interview. She
described that the emotional support that she received from her partner was a
monumental. Deanna explained,
I had my partner mainly for support and she was there to listen to me when I got
stressed out. She let me process through the things that I was feeling and dealing
with. She took on a lot of extra labor of making dinner and cleaning. I was so
overwhelmed with all of the things that I was doing.
The theme “friends” was referenced only once by Deanna during her interview.
She expressed that her friends were the noninstitutional resource that she utilized most
throughout her graduate program.
Deanna only made one reference to the theme “financial contributions” during her
interview. She described that she was awarded a scholarship through an organization that
provides services to current and former foster youth. Deanna expressed her appreciation
for this organization and her involvement with the agency was valuable during her
graduate studies.
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RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Deanna made a total of 14 references to institutional supports. These
supports were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—
followed by their frequencies. Deanna explained that although both types of supports
were necessary for completing her degree, the supports that she received through her
institution were most needed.
Deanna made nine references to the category “financial assistance” during her
interview. She expressed her appreciation for the loans she received through her
institution to pay for her schooling; however, she indicated that female foster youth
alumni should be provided with financial assistance that does not result in debt. Deanna
stated, “More scholarships that are more specific to foster youth are really important.
The scholarships don’t really fall into the category for grad students. I don’t’ know if
they don’t know what to do with us.”
During Deanna’s interview, she referred to the category “emotional support” four
times. She explained that medical insurance should be provided through the institution to
students. Deanna shared, “Student health insurance would be amazing, so you’re not just
depending on state health insurance.”
Deanna made only one reference to the category “academic resources, services,
and supports” during her interview. She noted that a great source of institutional support
for female foster youth alumni is programs that provide them with services. Deanna
stated, “I think it would be great if they had some sort of organization or community on
campus for foster youth.”

81

Deanna made eight references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
There were five references made to the category “social support and network”
during Deanna’s interview. She expressed that the support she received from her partner
was significant throughout the duration of her program. Deanna stated,
I utilized my partner the most because mainly I didn’t feel connected to the
community at Stanford. I very much felt that I really didn’t belong there and was
not comfortable there. I was unhappy with the program. I didn’t make a lot of
connections as I did in undergrad.
Deanna made three references to the category “economic resources” during her
interview. She described how the importance of having health insurance was a necessary
support during her graduate program. Deanna explained,
I had outside health insurance that was a big deal. Neither of the states that I was
in would give me health insurance. I was able to qualify for health insurance in
California. I was able to go to the dentist. It helped me to take care of my basic
health needs.
Deja. Deja is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree in educational
counseling and a doctorate in organizational leadership. She resides in Southern
California. Deja’s responses were identified within all six themes and patterns related to
Research Question 1, followed by the frequencies. Only three of the six themes and
patterns related to Research Question 2 were identified through Deja’s responses,
followed by the frequencies. Six of the seven categories were identified within Deja’s
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responses related to Research Question 3, followed the frequencies. A list of identified
themes, patterns, and categories for each research question is provided in Table 7
followed by a summary of Deja’s responses to each research question.

Table 7
Deja: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?








2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Social support
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Friends

8
4

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Financial assistance
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Emotional support
 Social support and network

17
7
5

Financial aid
Mentoring through faculty and staff
Mental health Services
Academics resources
Informal faculty and staff social support
Academic advising

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic resources

5
3
2
2
2
2

1

3
2
6
5
1

RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Deja made five references to the theme “financial aid” during her
interview. She explained that during both her master’s and doctoral programs, she relied
heavily on loans to pay for her tuition. Deja expressed that she was fortunate to receive
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financial assistance through her employee waiver to cover some expenses during her
doctoral program. She added that she received a scholarship, which was helpful for
covering the costs of her books during her doctoral program. Deja indicated that the
financial assistance that she received from her program allowed her to pay for her
education during both her master’s and doctoral programs.
Deja referenced “mentoring through faculty and staff” three times during her
interview. She expressed appreciation for open office hours during her master’s program.
Deja explained that mentoring was an institutional support she believes helped her
successfully complete her graduate degrees because of “the faculty who encouraged me
and provided guidance when I was battling with the imposter syndrome and doubting my
ability to move forward in the program.” She added that mentoring from faculty and staff
was one of the institutional supports she utilized most.
The theme “mental health services” was referenced twice during Deja’s interview.
She expressed that the individual therapy sessions were beneficial for her. Deja
explained, “I also feel that, when I was in my master’s program and was required to be in
counseling . . . that support really helped me cope through some challenges that I was
going though in my personal life outside of school and work.” She noted that in addition
to financial aid, counseling services was an institutional support that she utilized most.
Deja made two references to the theme “academic resources” during her
interview. She described that she utilized a writing coach during her doctoral program,
which was instrumental to her personal and professional development. Deja explained
that she utilized the career center to take counseling assessments because “through the
courses I was taking, specifically the career counseling and individual and group
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counseling courses, we were expected to utilize the services on campus so that we can
understand first-hand the process of seeking the resource.”
The theme “informal faculty and staff social support” was referenced twice by
Deja during her interview. She expressed that she was grateful for the individuals who
provided her with social support when she believed that she could not get through her
graduate programs.
Deja referenced the theme “academic advising” twice during her interview. She
expressed that she was grateful to the department for its open door and “office hour”
policies.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Deja made eight references to the theme “social support” during her
interview. She expressed that social support was the noninstitutional resource that was
helpful. Deja explained, “The space that having the peer-to-peer support created, ensured
accountability, encouragement, support, and lifelong friendships, in additional to
expanding my professional network.”
The theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups” was
referenced twice during Deja’s interview. She described the benefit of making
connections with other female foster youth alumni. Deja explained,
I must add that in my doctorate program, I found extreme support with a few
peers that were also foster alumni pursuing a doctorate degree, and full-time
working professionals. They were not a part of my direct program, but I really
appreciated their support and encouragement through my doctoral journey.
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Deja only referenced “friends” once during her interview. She expressed that she
was able to make friendships with other female foster youth alumni outside of her
program who were a great support.
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Deja made 17 references to institutional supports. These supports
were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—followed
by their frequencies. Although she explained that both types of supports were necessary
for completing her degree, she indicated that institutional supports were most required.
Deja made seven responses to the category “financial assistance” during her
interview. She explained that female foster youth alumni should be provided with
financial support throughout college. Deja stated,
In reflecting through my experience in my master’s and doctorate program, I
strongly feel that financial support is critical to help young people who have
experienced foster care, which would provide them the opportunity to break the
cycle of poverty, and not require them to go into debt to receive their degrees.
There were five references made during Deja’s interview to the category
“academic resources, services, and supports.” She expressed that the career center was
an important support because she was able to take “assessments” for her counseling
classes.
Deja made three references to the category “emotional support” during her
interview. She described how mental health services are favorable for female foster
youth alumni. Deja explained,
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Additionally, as a working professional who works with foster youth in college, I
see the challenges that some youth experience, such as the imposter phenomenon
and the triggers of the trauma that manifest at different phases of life. Because of
those, I would say that access to long-term mental health services would be a
great benefit to students.
There were two references made to the category “social support and network”
during Deja’s interview. She explained that “faculty mentoring” was an important
support that she received throughout both of her graduate programs.
Deja made six references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies. Deja made five references to the category “social support and network”
during her interview. She indicated that peer connections are a remarkable source of
support for female foster youth alumni. Deja shared, “I think that creating a network of
foster alumni that are pursuing master’s or doctorates would be very helpful. Having
others who have walked similar paths makes a huge difference. The peer-to-peer
connection I believe is critical.”
There was only one reference made to the category “economic resources” during
Deja’s interview. She indicated she was grateful for her employer especially because
he/she provided her with the “flexibility” that she need to complete things such as
“internship hours.”
Destiny. Destiny is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree in social
work from the California State University, Sacramento. She resides in Sacramento and is
currently employed by a social services agency. Destiny’s responses were identified
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within three of the seven themes and patterns related to Research Question 1, followed by
the frequencies. Five of the six of the themes and patterns were identified within
Destiny’s responses to Research Question 2, followed by the frequencies. Six of the
seven categories were identified throughout Destiny’s responses to Research Question 3,
followed by the frequencies. A list of identified themes, patterns, and categories for each
research question is provided in Table 8 followed by a summary of Destiny’s responses
to each research question.
Table 8
Destiny: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Financial aid
 Academic advising
 Informal faculty and staff social
support

4
1
1

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Social support
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Friends
 Financial contributions
 Family

5
5

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Financial assistance
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Social support and network
 Emotional support

11
5
3

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic resources
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4
3
1

2
1
9
6
3

RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Destiny made nine references to the theme “financial aid” during her
interview. She explained that she was thankful for the Title IV-E program for paying the
majority of her tuition during her graduate program. Destiny noted that she also received
a grant that she “did not question” but was very thankful for. She expressed that the
funding she received through the Title IV-E program allowed her to complete graduate
school with only “$800 of debt.”
The theme “academic advising” was referenced once during Destiny’s interview.
She described how she struggled with writing. She explained that she had to write a
project as a program requirement and it was challenging. She expressed that she received
support and guidance from her advisor and that she felt “his support was beneficial to
completing” her project.
Destiny referenced “informal faculty and staff social support” only once during
her interview. She explained how she did not feel connected to Sacramento State and
that she “only went to classes” during her graduate studies. Destiny noted that she was
able to connect with one professor with whom she spoke “from time to time,” which was
beneficial to her.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Destiny made five references to the theme “social support” during her
interview. She explained that the social support that she received during her program
was valuable to her graduate experience. Destiny stated, “My roommate because she was
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also in graduate school and it was nice to have someone understand what it [grad school]
was like.”
Destiny referenced “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups” five
times during her interview. She expressed the importance of having valuable support
from the individuals who were in her cohort. Destiny explained,
My cohort was really important to me. There were times that I felt like I couldn’t
do it and they told me it was possible. The first year that I was not in the cohort I
definitely felt very excluded and I didn’t know anybody. I was from a different
town and I almost dropped out after the first 2 months. I was disconnected.
The theme “friends” was referenced four times during Destiny’s interview. She
expressed that her friends were an important noninstitutional resource that she utilized
most throughout her graduate program. Destiny stated, “My friend that I made in Title IVE brought me in as an outsider. That really got me through and she encouraged me to
apply for the second year.”
Destiny made three references to the theme “financial contributions” during her
interview. She described how valuable her “nanny” job was and that the financial
support allowed her to take care of her basic needs. Destiny stated, “I was a nanny and
the family that I worked with were really supportive to me. They were super beneficial.”
The theme “family” was referenced only once during Destiny’s interview. She explained
that her family was a source of noninstitutional support that was needed in order to
complete her graduate program.
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
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graduate degrees?” Destiny made a total of 11 references to institutional supports. These
supports were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—
followed by their frequencies. She expressed that although both supports were necessary
for completing her degree, she utilized institutional supports the most.
Destiny made five references to the category “financial assistance” during her
interview. She expressed her appreciation for the Title IV-E program because it made up
the majority of the financial support she utilized to pay for graduate school. Destiny
stated, “The Title I-VE funding helped me the most because it paid for my tuition.”
There were three responses made during Destiny’s interview to the category
“academic resources, services, and supports.” She explained that she was grateful for her
internship placement because it “was amazing and it gave me an insight of what I was
going to be walking into.”
Destiny made two responses to the category “social support and network” during
her interview. She explained that her “connection” with a professor was important
throughout graduate school and that she spoke to her “from time to time.”
There was only one reference made to the category “emotional support” during
Destiny’s interview. She noted that female foster youth alumni should be able to access
mental health services at their prospective campuses. Destiny stated, “It was very
emotionally draining so I think we should be expected to go to therapy.”
Destiny made nine references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
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During her interview, Destiny made six references to the category “social support
and network.” She described how the individuals in the Title IV-E program provided her
with valuable support:
My Title I-VE cohort was really supportive. We were really close throughout the
whole program. The majority of us took all of our classes together because were
in the same specialization, which was child welfare. We also would meet outside
of our cohort. We had trainings and we met up afterwards. We made it a point to
spend more time with each other.
There were three references made to the category “economic resources” during
Destiny’s interview. She indicated that her most utilized noninstitutional support was
employment and her employers were supportive of her.
Denise. Denise is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree. She resides
in Southern California. Denise identified all six themes and patterns within her responses
related to Research Question 1, followed by the frequencies. Likewise, each of the six
themes and patterns was identified within Denise’s responses to Research Question 2,
followed by the frequencies. In addition, all of the seven categories were identified
throughout Denise’s responses to Research Question 3, followed the frequencies. A list
of identified themes, patterns, and categories for each research question is provided in
Table 9 followed by a summary of Denise’s responses to each research question.
RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Denise made five references to the theme “financial aid” during her
interview. She explained that the financial assistance that she received from her
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Table 9
Denise: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Financial aid
Academic advising
Academic resources
Informal faculty and staff social
support
 Mentoring through faculty and staff
 Mental health services

5
4
4
2

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Family
Personal mentor
Friends
Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Social support
 Financial contributions

4
4
2
2

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Financial assistance
 Emotional support
 Social support and network

21
10

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic
 Emotional wellness

13
8
4
1

1
1

2
2

6
3
2

institution was definitely a source of support. Denise indicated that she applied for
scholarships to help pay for her tuition, which she received both years during her
program. She expressed that the scholarship, fellowship, and loans that she received
from her program allowed her to successfully complete her degree. Denise explained,
Financially I definitely needed the scholarships and loans that were provided to
me. I didn’t have help from family members financially and I also couldn’t work.
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It would have personally been a lot to work because my program was full time
and I was interning. It would have been too much on my plate.
The theme “academic advising” was referenced four times during Denise’s
interview. She expressed deep gratitude for her department and the advising that she
received from several faculty and staff throughout her graduate program. She explained
that their guidance was beneficial and the support was needed in order to complete her
degree. Denise stated,
My department of graduate studies just because I was there a lot—I lived there.
Having access to them via phone, via e-mail. That was crucial to getting my
degree because they knew the field specialties so I would talk to them on a regular
basis. I would go to them regularly to speak with issues about classes.
Denise referenced “academic resources” four times during her interview. She
explained that she struggled with writing and how the writing center was a source of
support throughout her program. Denise indicated that she took advantage of the library
services and that she “lived” there. She added that the library was her main place of
study and that she utilized their computer lab “4-5 nights a week.”
The theme “informal faculty and staff social support” was referenced twice by
Denise during her interview. She expressed her gratitude for having a variety of faculty
and staff with whom she was able to make connections. Denise stated, “I felt
comfortable with some of them [who] were not even my professors and I would go to
their office to have conversations about life and experiences.”
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Denise made only one reference to the theme “mentoring through faculty and
staff.” She explained that she appreciated that she was able to talk to faculty and staff
about “life issues” and that she was grateful for their guidance.
The theme “mental health services” was referenced once by Denise during her
interview. She explained that although she utilized the counseling center both years of
her program, she would have liked to have a counselor who was “culturally sensitive to
foster youth” and their experiences.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Denise made four references to the theme “family” during her
interview. She described that she got “a lot of energy” from her siblings when they
visited with her on weekends. Denise indicated that her family was a valuable support
that was important to successfully complete her degree. She stated,
I would consider my family was a huge support system and by that I mean my
siblings. My siblings would come stay with me often on the weekends. They
were also in college as well and one was in high school. They would bring their
homework and we would study. So I think that especially when I was having
breakdowns or I didn’t have any energy, they would come down and visit me.
We went out and did fun stuff so I wouldn’t focus on school 24/7. They were a
huge support and I would attribute a lot of the success that I have to their
company.
Denise referenced “personal mentor” four times during her interview. She
expressed that the support she received from her mentor was very beneficial. Denise
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stated, “I had a mentor through the organization and she was definitely a social support. I
called her often to help me through the struggles of graduate school.”
The theme “friends” was referenced twice during Denise’s interview. She
expressed that she was grateful for the friendships she made throughout her program.
Denise explained,
Being able to have close friendships I think has been crucial to believe in myself
and believe in the goals that I set for myself. Also being encouraged by people
who are like minded; socially, that was huge for me. I cherish the fact that I have
close relationships. I definitely wanted that to be a part of my experience in
college.
Denise made two references to the theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups” during her interview. She described that she was able to receive
support from individuals in her program. Denise stated,
I had support from my fellow peers. My program was full time so I would
literally see them every day. We took classes in big groups. We were on campus
three times a week the first year and then two times a week a second year. They
were crucial to bounce ideas off. We would have projects to get together to do
and I would vent to them about challenges specific to my program.
The theme “social support” was referenced twice by Denise during her interview.
She indicated that social supports were valuable to her graduate experience. Denise
stated, “I think the social supports are huge because of the things that people have been
through so they need someone to talk to.”

96

Denise made two references to the theme “financial contributions” during her
interview. She expressed how fortunate she was to have received financial contributions
from an organization that provides support to current and former foster youth. Denise
stated, “There was a foundation that was a huge support. They support current and
former foster youth in terms of education and development. They provided a scholarship
for me during the 2 years that I was at UCLA to go towards any expenses.”
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Denise made a total of 21 references to institutional supports. These
supports were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—
followed by their frequencies. Although she explained that both types of supports were
necessary for completing her degree, she indicated that institutional supports were most
required.
Denise made 10 references to the category “academic resources, services, and
supports” during her interview. She explained that the writing center on her campus was
a valuable resource. Denise stated, “I really struggled with writing and my program was
very heavy on writing so I would utilize the writing center a lot.”
There were six references made during Denise’s interview to the category
“financial assistance.” She expressed that scholarships were a significant source of
support during her program. Denise stated, “I applied for some scholarships through
financial aid office which I got for both years. That was a source of support.”
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Denise made three references to the category “emotional support” during her
interview. She explained that the counseling center was helpful during the course of her
program.
There were two references made to the category “social support and network”
during Denise’s interview. She described that having access to her professors was
helpful to talk about “issues” that she encountered in life.
Denise made 13 references to noninsitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
Denise made eight references to the category “social support and network” during
her interview. She was grateful for the support she received from her field internship
supervisor throughout the duration of her program. Denise stated,
My supervisor was the main person that I would talk to. I had questions about the
work specifically, but she was a source of life advice. I talked to her on a regular
basis. I talked to her three times a week and I would see her regularly.
There were four references made to the category “economic resources” during
Denise’s interview. She indicated that organizations that serve foster youth were a “huge
support” both financially and academically. She explained,
I was a part the CYC [California Youth Connection] organization which provides
advocacy for current and former foster youth. I was also a member of the NFYI
[National Foster Youth Institute]. These were two great organizations that really
supported me and being able to get through my program.
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Denise made only one reference to the category “emotional wellness” during her
interview. She expressed that she believed in her abilities and had confidence, which
allowed her to complete her program.
Dyanna. Dyanna is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree in
counseling and a doctoral degree in organizational leadership. She currently resides in
Fresno and is employed through the higher educational system. Dyanna’s responses were
identified within four of the six themes and patterns related to Research Question 1,
followed by the frequencies. Four of the six themes and patterns were identified within
Dyanna’s responses to Research Question 2, followed by the frequencies. All of the
seven categories were identified throughout Dyanna’s responses to Research Question 3,
followed by the frequencies. A list of identified themes, patterns, and categories for each
research question is provided in Table 10 followed by a summary of Dyanna’s interview
responses.
RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Dyanna made four references to the theme “financial aid” during her
interview. She explained that without the help of loans, she would not have been able to
complete her programs. Dyanna indicated that although loans are a source of support for
college students, the “dark side of it” is accruing debt. She expressed that “there was not
a whole lot of support for foster youth” in her graduate program and that she wished that
there would have been more scholarships and grants available to help her pay for
schooling.
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Table 10
Dyanna: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Financial aid
Academic advising
Academic resources
Informal support from faculty and staff

4
1
1
1

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Family
Social support
Friends
Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups

7
3
3
2

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Financial assistance
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Emotional support
 Social support and network

11
5
3

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic resources
 Emotional wellness

11
7
3
1

2
1

The theme “academic advising” was referenced once during Dyanna’s interview.
She indicated that the advising that she received from faculty and staff was a source of
support that helped her complete her graduate degree.
Dyanna referenced “academic resources” only once during her interview. She
explained how the library was a support that she utilized “quite a bit” during her graduate
program. She expressed that she was grateful to have this institutional support.
Dyanna only referenced “informal faculty and social supports” once during her
interview. She explained that there were not a lot of supports at the graduate level for
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former foster youth and that she had to rely on her “internal ability to build positive
relationships with faculty and staff.” She was appreciative of the connections that she
was able to make with her program faculty and staff.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Dyanna made seven references to the theme “family” during her
interview. She expressed extreme gratitude to her husband for being her biggest source
of noninstitutional support throughout both of her graduate programs. Dyanna stated,
“He [husband] was the primary caregiver for our children and was the best cheerleader
and counselor that I could ask for throughout the entire process.”
The theme “social support” was referenced three times during Dyanna’s
interview. She expressed that she relied on social support to get through the “day to day”
of things throughout the duration of both of her programs.
Dyanna made three references to the theme “friends” during her interview. She
described how the help that she received from her friends was significant throughout her
graduate program. Dyanna explained, “I also relied heavily on friends and peers to help
me navigate the racist attitudes and practices that I encountered in graduate school.”
The theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups” was
referenced twice by Dyanna during her interview. She indicated that she was able to
“vent” to other students in the program and that she “reached out to previous classmates
to ask them for their help.”
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
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graduate degrees?” Dyanna made a total of 11 references to institutional supports. These
supports were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—
followed by their frequencies. She expressed that both supports were equally necessary
for completing her degree.
Dyanna made five references to the category “financial assistance” during her
interview. She expressed that access to financial assistance to female foster youth alumni
should not have an age requirement. Dyanna shared, “I think that grant aid or federal aid
for alumni of foster care should not be dependent on age but rather the types of degrees
or number of terms that you’re in school.”
There were three references made during Dyanna’s interview to the category
“academic resources, services, and supports.” She expressed appreciation for the
structure of her academic program as a source of institutional support. Dyanna stated,
“The institutional support that helped me was the structure of the graduate program.
Since I was a working professional and an informal foster parent, I needed a very
different schedule that was not the traditional type of graduate program.”
Dyanna made two references to the category “emotional support” during her
interview. She explained that female foster youth alumni should be provided with
medical insurance to access mental health services throughout their graduate programs.
Dyanna explained,
I also believe that health insurance should be free to those in graduate school.
Many times graduate students may not be able to afford health or medical
insurance for access to mental health, which is critically important during
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graduate school. I have seen many people have a mental health breakdown and
multiple health issues due to the stress of graduate school.
There was only one reference made to the category “social support and network”
during Dyanna’s interview. She described that having access to a mentor is needed for
successful degree completion. Dyanna stated,
I also think it would be helpful to have a mentor prior to thinking about graduate
school and also during graduate school. As a first-generation student, there were
many things I did not know that could have enhanced my experience or help me
further my graduate career. But I did not have a mentor specifically designed to
help me understand the complexities of graduate school, publications, and getting
opportunities to research or publish.
Dyanna made 11 references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
Dyanna made seven responses to the category “social support and network”
during her interview. She indicated that her “students” and “children” were a source of
external motivation for her to complete her program. Dyanna explained, “When grad
school got difficult and I wanted to quit—I thought about my children and my students
who were looking up to me and that helped keep me motivated to continue.”
There were three references made to the category “economic resources” during
Dyanna’s interview. She indicated that she was grateful for having private medical
insurance. Dyanna stated, “I actually had difficulty with depression and stress during
graduate school program, but I was fortunate enough to have insurance through my job.”

103

Dyanna made only one reference to the category “emotional wellness” during her
interview. She expressed that one of the most utilized noninstitutional supports she had
access to was her “faith in God.”
Dominique. Dominique is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s. She
currently resides in Fresno. Dominique identified four of the six themes and patterns
related to Research Question 1 within her responses, followed by the frequencies. Five of
the six themes and patterns were identified throughout Dominique’s responses to
Research Question 2, followed by the frequencies. Six of the seven categories were
identified within Dominique's responses to Research Question 3, followed the
frequencies. A list of identified themes, patterns, and categories for each research
question is provided in Table 11 followed by a summary of Dominique’s interview
responses.
RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “mentoring through faculty and staff” was referenced six
times during Dominique’s interview. She explained, “The institutional supports that are
imperative when trying to successfully navigate any graduate degree is a person who has
walked the path or knows the road.” Dominique expressed that she utilized mentoring
services often during her doctoral program and was appreciative of one faculty member
who helped her spiritually, academically, and personally.
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Table 11
Dominique: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Mentoring through faculty and staff
 Informal faculty and staff social
support
 Academic advising
 Financial aid

6
3

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?







5
4
3
1
1

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Social support and network
 Financial assistance
 Academic resources, services, and
supports

11
6
3
2

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Emotional wellness
 Economic resources

11
6
4
1

Family
Personal mentor
Financial contributions
Friends
Social support

2
2

The theme “academic advising” was referenced four times during Dominique’s
interview. She described that although her academic counselor would change from “time
to time,” she was grateful for the support she received. Dominique indicated that she
utilized her preceptor most throughout her doctoral program. She explained, “Having my
preceptor there to guide me was another factor because she not only equipped me for my
practicum, she provided hands on by making sure I had everything I needed physically to
get my research done.”
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Dominique referenced the theme “informal faculty and social supports” three
times during her interview. She expressed her gratitude for the social support she
received during her programs of study. Dominique stated, “The institutional supports
that are imperative when trying to successfully navigate any graduate degree is a person
who has walked the path or knows the road.”
The theme “financial aid” was referenced by Dominique twice during her
interview. She explained that she needed the financial assistance throughout both of her
programs to successfully complete her degrees. Dominique indicated that although the
financial assistance was critical for paying her tuition, the majority of the financial
assistance that she received from her institutions was loans.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Dominique made five references to the theme “family” during her
interview. She described that her mother was a vital noninstitutional support during her
graduate programs. Dominique stated,
My mother played a big role in my support as she has always believed I was more
than what people said I was and sometimes coming from a background such as
mine (being Black and a former foster youth) that positive affirmation from others
needs to be heard.
Dominique referenced “personal mentor” four times during her interview. She
expressed that mentors are both needed and necessary for female foster youth alumni
who aspire to obtain collegiate degrees. Dominique shared,
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Mentorship is a strategic and excellent support to have because mentoring speaks
to all the categories that may arise such as but not limited to financial, social, and
personal issues. By having a well-rounded mentor puts the graduate student on
the best path for success.
The theme “financial contributions” was referenced three times during
Dominique’s interview. She indicated that she was grateful for having employment
throughout her graduate programs. Dominique explained that “working” was a
noninstitutional “source of support” she utilized for monetary support during her
programs.
Dominique made once reference to the theme “friends” during her interview. She
described how grateful she was for having previous relationships with other individuals
before began both her master’s and doctoral programs. Dominique stated, “I accessed a
lot of noninstitutional supports through past relationships I had built before I enrolled in
the graduate programs.”
The theme “social support” was only referenced once during Dominique’s
interview. She expressed that social support is necessary to help female foster youth
alumni with “social issues” that may arise throughout their programs.
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Dominique made 11 references to institutional supports. These
supports were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—
followed by their frequencies. Dominique expressed that both supports were equally
necessary for completing her degree.
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Dominique made six responses to the category “social supports and networks”
during her interview. She indicated that her mentor was a significant help to her during
her doctoral program. Dominique explained, “I also utilized my mentor for my doctorate
program, once I was offered one, as she knew 90% of what I had to do from going
through it herself.”
There were three responses made during Dominique’s interview to the category
“financial assistance.” She noted that she needed financial assistance to pay for the
program. Dominique explained, “I also relied on grants and loans to pay for my tuition.”
Dominique made two references to the category “academic resources, services,
and supports” during her interview. She explained that she received “occasional supports
from the academic counselor in my division” that were beneficial to her.
Dominique made 11 references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
Dominique made six references to the category “social support and network”
during her interview. She indicated that the most utilized noninstitutional supports she
accessed were “moral, physical, and spiritual supports.”
There were four references made to the category “emotional wellness” during
Dominique’s interview. She described how grateful she was for having her church
family as a source of emotional support. Dominique stated,
The most important noninstitutional support that I had was my church family. My
church family always prayed and cheered me on even if I didn’t see them
physically doing so. My connection to God and remaining faithful in my life and
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in my studies played a big part of my success for both my master’s and doctorate
journeys.
Dominique made only one reference to the category “economic resources” during
her interview. She expressed gratitude for a grant that she was provided with for being a
military spouse.
Deondra. Deondra is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree. She
currently resides in the Bay Area. Deondra identified three of the six themes and patterns
related to Research Question 1 within her responses, followed by the frequencies. Four
of the five themes and patterns were identified throughout Deondra’s responses to
Research Question 2, followed by the frequencies. Six of the seven categories were
identified throughout Deondra's responses to Research Question 3, followed the
frequencies. A list of identified themes, patterns, and categories to each research
question is outlined in Table 12 followed by a summary of Deondra’s interview.
RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “mental health services” was referenced seven times
during Deondra’s interview. She indicated that although she appreciated the opportunity
to go to therapy on campus, she had “a negative experience” with her therapist. Deondra
expressed that she was grateful for the medical insurance that she received from her
institution to pay for therapy and dental services. She added that the school gym was a
source of support that she utilized throughout her graduate program.
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Table 12
Deondra: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

Frequency by
reference

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Academic resources
 Mental health services
 Financial assistance

7
4
4

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Financial contributions
 Family
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Social support

6
4
3

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Financial assistance
 Emotional support
 Academic resources, services, and
supports

24
9
8
7

Noninstitutional
 Economic resources
 Social support and network
 Emotional wellness

14
7
6
1

1

Deondra referenced “academic resources” four times during her interview. She
explained that the career center was a source of support that was important to
successfully completing her degree. She expressed that she utilized the career center
“quarterly”; however, as she approached graduation she used it “more often.” Deondra
indicated that she utilized “free” shuttling services and was grateful for the “free
commuter pass” that she received, which allowed her to get to campus.
Deondra made four references to the theme “financial aid” during her interview.
She explained that she utilized scholarships and loans to pay for her graduate programs.
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Deondra indicated that the loans she received from her institution were an important
source of support to successfully completing her degree. She stated, “Last but certainly
not least, school loans. They made up 80% of my income while I was in grad school so I
definitely relied on this a lot.”
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Deondra made six references to the theme “financial contributions”
during her interview. She expressed gratitude for being able to do “part-time seasonal
work during the winter break and summer” to cover the cost of her basic needs during
graduate school.
The theme “family” was referenced four times during Deondra’s interview. She
indicated that the financial contributions from her mother were a valuable resource of
noninstitutional support during her graduate studies.
Deondra made three references to the theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues,
peers, and study groups” during her interview. She noted that her roommate was a great
source of support during her program.
The theme “social support” was only referenced once by Deondra during her
interview. She indicated that her roommate was a reliable source of social support
throughout her graduate program.
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Deondra made 24 references to institutional supports. These
supports were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—
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followed by their frequencies. Although she expressed that both supports were necessary
for completing her degree, she indicated that institutional supports were needed most.
Deondra made nine references to the category “financial assistance” during her
interview. She indicated that loans made up the majority of the financial assistance she
received to pay for her schooling. She explained that female foster youth alumni should
be provided with “stipends” to allow them to provide for basic necessities.
There were eight responses made during Deondra’s interview to the category
“emotional support.” She expressed appreciation for having her access to the counseling
center to be able to attend “therapy” when she needed it.
Deondra made seven references to the category “academic resources, services,
and supports” during her interview. She explained that the career center was helpful and
she utilized their services often.
Deondra made 14 references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
Deondra made seven references to the category “economic resources” during her
interview. She indicated that AirB&B was the most utilized noninstitutional support she
had to cover the cost of responsible housing during her program.
There were six references made to the category “social support and network”
during Deondra’s interview. She expressed deep gratitude for having her mother as an
essential noninstitutional support that was necessary for completing her degree.
Deondra made only one reference to the category “emotional wellness” during her
interview. She explained how valuable it was to take care of herself during graduate

112

school and that “my personal regime was meditation, yoga, and rest” was important to
her.
Dani. Dani is a foster youth alumnus who has a doctoral degree. She currently
resides in the Bay Area. Dani identified five of the six themes and patterns related to
Research Question 1 within her responses, followed by the frequencies. Four of the six
themes and patterns were identified within Dani’s responses to Research Question 2,
followed by the frequencies. Only four of the seven categories were identified
throughout Dani's responses to Research Question 3, followed by the frequencies. A list
of identified themes, patterns, and categories to each research question is outlined in
Table 13, followed by a summary of Dani’s interview.
RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “financial aid” was referenced six times during Dani's
interview. She explained that she was fortunate to find a program that paid for her entire
tuition. Dani indicated that the financial assistance she received from her institution was
imperative source of support that allowed her to successfully complete her degree. She
added, “Without the funding I don’t think I would have been able to go on and get my
degree.” She described that her program provided a “one to one to one” financial support
where her department, professor, and a stipend paid for her tuition. She noted that she
received two teacher’s assistantships, which allowed her to take care of her basic needs.
Dani expressed that she was exceptionally grateful for the funding she received from her
institution to cover the costs of childcare during her program.
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Table 13
Dani: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Financial aid
 Mentoring through faculty and staff
 Informal faculty and staff social
support
 Academic advising

6
2
2

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Social support
Friends
Family
Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups

5
5
4
1

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Financial assistance
 Social support and network
 Academic resources, services, and
supports

13
6
4
3

1

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network

6
6

Dani made two references to the theme “mentoring through faculty and staff”
during her interview. She acknowledged that one of her professors provided her with
sound “direction” and was grateful for how he “explained things” to her. Dani noted that
she “learned a lot from being under his guidance.”
Dani referenced the theme “informal faculty and staff social support” twice
during her interview. She explained that her department was very helpful and supported
her throughout her program.
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The theme “academic advising” was only referenced once during Dani’s
interview. She explained that the department assisted her in resolving any issues that she
encountered throughout her program.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Dani made five references to the theme “social support” during her
interview. She expressed gratitude for being a member of clubs on her campus. Dani
shared, “I made friends through the program and we went to happy hour and grabbed a
beer and talked about certain things that I didn’t talk to other people about.”
The theme “friends” was referenced five times during Dani’s interview. She
expressed that friends were a great source of encouragement to her throughout the
duration of her program. Dani stated,
There are moments that you need to vent and you need support in different ways
when you get your graduate degree. In order to keep going you need
encouragement because you get overwhelmed. It’s not an easy road to go down.
Dani made three references to the theme “family” during her interview. She
indicated that family was a noninstitutional support that was needed both socially and
emotionally. Dani explained,
Friends and family outside of school for emotional support, which is definitely
really important. Although it seems like graduate school is all you do it’s good to
have some balance outside of that. I depended on my friends and family outside
of school for some sanity.
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The theme, “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups,” was only
referenced once by Dani during her interview. She explained that the support that she
received from her peers was beneficial during her program. Dani stated, “The
anthological club got together every month or two. . . . During that time we supported
each other and asked questions about various assignments and it was helpful.”
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Dani made 13 references to institutional supports. These supports
were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—followed
by their frequencies. Although she expressed that both supports were necessary for
completing her degree, she indicated that institutional supports were needed most.
Dani made six references to the category “financial assistance” during her
interview. She indicated that the financial assistance that she received was absolutely
necessary to complete her degree. Dani stated, “Financial support is helpful and making
it possible to attend school.”
There were four responses made during Dani’s interview regarding the category
“social support and network.” She expressed appreciation to the Guardian Professions
Program because it allowed her to develop relationships with other female foster youth
alumni. Dani explained, “The Guardian Professions Program was helpful for giving
support to students. . . . It was nice to meet other students who have similar backgrounds
and who can be a support for each other.”
Dani made 12 references to the category “academic resources, services, and
supports” during her interview. She expressed the importance of institutions having
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programs that are specifically designed to meet the needs of female foster youth alumni.
Dani explained,
I like the idea of the programs that are specially designed for FFY. They have
activities to bring each other together for support. It’s the choice of the
individual, but the opportunity is helpful. The program can help them get through
difficult times during your career. Universities should have the programs at both
the graduate and undergraduate level.
Dani made six references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies. Dani made six references to the category “social supports and networks”
during her interview. She expressed appreciation for the friends she made throughout her
life who were able to provide her with support during her program. She explained,
Having good friendships outside of school to help deal with the difficultness.
There are moments that you need to vent and you need support in different ways
when you get your graduate degree. In order to keep going, you need
encouragement because you get overwhelmed. It’s not an easy road to go down.
Without the support of my friends and family, I think would have gotten
overwhelmed. I don’t know how well I would have been able to do it on my own.
Dana. Dana is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree. She currently
resides in Southern California. Dana identified five of the six themes and patterns related
to Research Question 1 within her responses, followed by the frequencies. All six themes
and patterns were identified within Dana’s responses to Research Question 2, followed
by the frequencies. Six of the seven categories were identified throughout Dana’s
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responses to Research Question 3, followed by the frequencies. A list of identified
themes, patterns, and categories to each research question is outlined in Table 14,
followed by a summary of Dana’s interview.
Table 14
Dana: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Frequency by
reference

Financial aid
Academic advising
Academic resources
Informal faculty and staff social
support
 Mental health services

8
3
3
2
1

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Social support
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Personal mentor
 Financial contributions
 Friends
 Family

18
6

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Financial assistance
 Social support and network
 Emotional support

47
20

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic resources

28
20
8

5
5
3
1

11
12
4

RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Dana made eight references to the theme “financial aid” during her
interview. She explained that the financial support she received from her institution
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allowed her to “focus on academics.” Dana indicated that she was able to successfully
complete her degree because of the financial assistance that she received from her
institution. She stated,
In terms of financial support, the loans made it for me. If I didn’t have the loans,
I wouldn’t have been able to pay for my program. I probably wouldn’t have been
able to get through my first year of college. I probably wouldn’t have gone if I
didn’t have the loans.
Dana shared that she was grateful for the scholarship and teacher assistantship she
received to pay for tuition and things like her “basic living needs” throughout her
program.
Dana made four references to the theme “informal faculty and staff social
support” during her interview. She explained that she was appreciative of the opportunity
to work with faculty and staff. Dana described that a valuable support that she received
from her program department was being able to “fall on the shoulders” of the faculty and
staff.
The theme “academic advising” was referenced three times by Dana during her
interview. She explained that although she stated that the advisor was not always
“accessible,” she was grateful for the support that she did receive from him/her. She
noted that “being able to work with advisors” was a support that she needed to complete
her graduate degree.
Dana made three references to the theme “academic resources.” She explained
that she believed that she was accepted into graduate school due to the pregraduate
academic services she received from Sylvia Sensiper, a major proponent of supporting
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female foster youth alumni in higher education. Dana described how Sylvia’s support
was valuable and noted, “I was able to understand how to apply to grad school and to
become a better writer. . . . I probably wouldn’t have gone to grad school if it wasn’t for
her help and the program.”
The theme “mental health services” was referenced only once during Dana’s
interview. She explained that an important institutional support for female foster youth
alumni to have to successfully complete their degrees in counseling services.
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Dana made 18 references to the theme “social supports” during her
interview. She described that social support was a critical noninstitutional support that
she needed to successfully complete her degree. Dana stated, “I feel like being able to
have a strong social network to understand why what you are trying to do is key to being
successful and graduating from your program.”
Dana referenced “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups” six
times during her interview. She expressed her appreciation to her classmates for
providing her with emotional support during her program. Dana noted, “I had moments
where I experienced a degree of depression and anxiety and I didn’t have anyone to fall
back on but my classmates because they understood some of my frustrations.”
The theme “personal mentor” was referenced five times during Dana’s interview.
She specified that through the guidance she received from Sylvia, she was able to make it
through her program. Dana stated, “The emotional and professional guidance that I
received from Sylvia was very helpful.”
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Dana made five references to the theme “financial contributions” during her
interview. She explained that Sylvia was a great source of financial support to her while
she was applying to graduate programs. Dana stated, “She also helped me with extra
costs of things that I needed to get into graduate school.”
The theme “friends” was referenced three times during Dana’s interview. She
expressed her gratitude to her friend for allowing her to “rent a room” in his home. Dana
explained that this was a vital source of support because she was “able to focus” on her
studies during this time rather than worrying about small things such as cooking and
cleaning.
Dana only made one reference to the theme “family” during her interview. She
indicated that family is an important source of noninstitutional support. Dana stated,
“Being able to have friends, family, or colleagues to understand what you are really
trying to do is key in my mind.”
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Dana made 47 references to institutional supports. These supports
were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—followed
by their frequencies. Although she expressed that both supports were necessary for
completing her degree, she indicated that institutional supports were needed most.
Dana made 20 references to the category “academic resources, services, and
supports” during her interview. She explained that programs that are specifically
designed for female foster youth alumni are an excellent source of institutional support.
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Dana stated, “The Guardian Professions Program was obviously one of them [an
institutional support] because I wouldn’t have gotten into my program without them.”
There were 11 responses made during Dana’s interview regarding the category
“financial assistance.” She explained that she has noticed that more female foster youth
alumni are aspiring to obtain collegiate degrees and that funding should be provided to
them so that they can achieve this goal. Dana stated, “So legislators need to start funding
and prepare for the pipeline of students that are coming through.”
Dana made 12 references to the category “social support and network” during her
interview. She explained female foster youth alumni need specific counselors in graduate
school who are well versed in their needs. Dana noted, “I think having someone to go to
or a program that graduate students go to would be helpful.”
There were four references made to the category “emotional support” during
Dana’s interview. She explained that emotional supports are “so desperately needed” for
female foster youth alumni throughout their programs.
Dana made 28 references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
Dana made 20 references to the category “social supports and networks” during
her interview. She expressed that she needed the social experiences while in graduate
school. Dana stated, “Being able to step outside of the classroom and work in advocacy
and student government helped me bring out my thoughts in assignments. I think I’m a
better person for that.”

122

The category “economic resources” was referenced eight times during Dana’s
interview. She described how outside agencies are creating opportunities to decrease
homelessness statistics of female foster youth alumni. Dana noted, “I work for an
advocacy organization that is trying to address the homelessness crisis. Foster youth are
a huge part of that. There are so many foster youth that are falling through the cracks and
are becoming homeless.”
Deonne. Deonne is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree. She
currently resides in Clovis and is employed through the public school system. Deonne
only identified one of the seven themes and patterns related to Research Question 1
within her responses, followed by the frequencies. Five of the six themes and patterns
were identified within Deonne’s responses to Research Question 2, followed by the
frequencies. Only four of the seven categories were identified throughout Deonne’s
responses to Research Question 3, followed the frequencies. The themes, patterns, and
categories are listed in Table 15 followed by a summary of Deonne’s responses to each
research question.
RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” Deonne only made one reference to the theme “academic advising”
during her interview. She explained that the academic advising support that she received
from her professors was helpful. She stated, “The online support from the professors as
well as the e-mail communication was effective.”
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Table 15
Deonne: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do foster youth alumni
perceive to be sources of
institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Academic advising

1

2. What do foster youth alumni
perceive to be sources of noninstitutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Social support
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Family
 Friends
 Financial contributions

3
2

3. How do the sources of
institutional and noninstitutional support compare
as perceived by foster youth
alumni with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Financial assistance

4
2

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic resources

8
4
4

1
1
1

2

It should be noted that Deonne completed her master’s degree online. She
expressed that there was a lack of institutional supports available to her throughout her
program. Deonne explained that her program was an “independent thing” and that “I was
told that there were no financial aid opportunities for me. I didn’t get any kind of
financial aid and I had to pay for it all out of pocket.”
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “social support” was referenced three times during
Deonne’s interview. She explained that this noninstitutional support was needed and
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necessary throughout her program. Deonne stated, “I would say knowing someone
throughout the duration of the program was the most beneficial. We would not only
share opinions, but also trade knowledge and study together.”
Deonne made two references to the theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups” during her interview. She explained that the support of a colleague
was the “most beneficial” noninstitutional support she utilized. Deonne stated, “I would
say I utilized my colleague support the most. We were in constant communication
regarding our assignments.”
The theme “family” was referenced only once during Deonne’s interview. She
expressed her gratitude to her boyfriend at the time [now husband] for his support during
her program.
Deonne only made one reference to the theme “friends” during her interview. She
indicated that she utilized this source “a lot.” Deonne stated, “It was nice to have
someone else to lend a hand or even offer their opinion.”
The theme “financial contributions” was only referenced once during Deonne’s
interview. She explained that because there were no financial supports offered to her by
the institution, she had to get a credit card to pay for her master’s degree. Deonne added,
“I needed the financial support.”
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Deonne made four references to institutional supports. These
supports were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—
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followed by their frequencies. Although she expressed that both supports were necessary
for completing her degree, she indicated that noninstitutional supports were needed most.
Deonne made two references to the category “academic resources, services, and
supports” during her interview. She explained that it “would be helpful” for female
foster youth alumni to be provided with “a computer that the institution takes care of.”
There were two references made during Deonne’s interview to the category
“financial assistance.” She indicated that female foster youth alumni should be provided
with more financial assistance during graduate school. Deonne stated, “I think if a foster
youth wants to pursue a master’s degree, they may be more willing to do so if they knew
there were more opportunities to get financial assistance.”
Deonne made eight references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
Deonne made four references to the category “social support and network” during
her interview. She expressed appreciation to a colleague that she had in the program.
Deonne stated, “We would utilize each other to give our opinions and insights on
assignments. We got to do a test instead of a project and we were able to practice
together.”
The category “economic resources” was referenced four times during Deonne’s
interview. She indicated that she had to “have access to a working computer and [an]
Internet connection” to complete her program.
Desirae. Desirae is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree. She
resides in Visalia. Desirae identified five of the six themes and patterns related to
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Research Question 1 within her responses, followed by the frequencies. All six themes
and patterns were identified within Desirae’s responses to Research Question 2, followed
by the frequencies. Each of the seven categories was identified throughout Desirae's
responses to Research Question 3, followed the frequencies. A list of identified themes,
patterns, and categories to each research question is outlined in Table 16 followed by a
summary of Desirae’s interview.
Table 16
Desirae: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Academic resources
Financial aid
Academic advising
Informal faculty and staff social
support
 Mentoring through faculty and staff

5
4
4
2

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Family
 Social support
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Personal mentor
 Friends
 Financial contributions

9
3
3

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Financial assistance
 Social support and network

20
10

Noninstitutional
 Economic resources
 Emotional wellness
 Social support and network

16
7
7
2
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1

2
2
1

9
1

RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “academic resources” was referenced five times during
Desirae’s interview. She expressed appreciation for the librarian services and that the
24/7 support was helpful. Desirae indicated that the institution’s library database was a
support that was important to successfully completing her degree. She shared, “The
Fresno state database is a research database that had scholarly articles and different
resources that were helpful. I was able to access school text no matter where I was at.”
Desirae added that Kizzy Lopez, an influential advocate for foster youth services and
supports was “a great help” when she began writing her thesis.
Desirae made four references to the theme “financial aid” during her interview.
She explained how she had to “find a program” that would pay for schooling so she
applied to the Title IV-E program at Fresno State, which provided her with funding
during her 2 years of graduate school. Desirae stated, “I don’t think that I would have
been able to do it without them.” She added that she also received an additional stipend
from the Title IV-E program both years she was in the program. Desirae expressed
gratitude for the financial assistance that she received and stated that the loans helped her
“get through things.”
The theme “academic advising” was referenced four times by Desirae during her
interview. She expressed her gratitude for the social work department and stated, “No
matter who I went to, I gained support from the staff and the professors.” Desirae
indicated that academic advising was an institutional support needed to complete her
degree.
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The theme “informal faculty and staff social support” was referenced twice by
Desirae during her interview. She explained that she received “good support” from
numerous faculty and staff members within the social work department. Desirae added
that she was thankful for their “open door policy.”
Desirae made one reference to the theme “mentoring through faculty and staff”
during her interview. She expressed her appreciation for the support that they provided
to her. Desirae added, “I received so much support from the mentors.”
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “family” was referenced nine times during Desirae’s
interview. She explained that she got married right after high school and she was
appreciative of the support provided by her husband throughout her program. Desirae
shared, “If I didn’t have my husband to support me I don’t know how far I would have
been able to get on my own.”
Desirae made three references to the theme “social supports” during her
interview. She expressed that social supports are necessary and needed to successfully
complete a graduate degree. Desirae stated, “I think the social supports are huge because
of the things that people have been through so they need someone to talk to.”
The theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups” was
referenced three times during Desirae’s interview. She described how she was able to
“get through” her program with the support of her colleagues and peers. Desirae stated,
“My colleagues and peers that were in my classes, they were awesome. They helped me
get through it because we had similar lifestyles for two years.”
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Desirae made two references to the theme “personal mentor” during her
interview. She indicated that having mentors was “awesome” for her throughout the
duration of her program.
The theme “friends” was referenced twice during Desirae’s interview. She
explained that this support was needed to successfully complete her degree. Desirae
stated, “Having the support from my family for sure and then friends.”
Desirae made only one reference to the theme “financial contributions.” She
expressed that she was grateful for the financial support from her husband that she
needed it to “to get me through.”
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Desirae made 20 references to institutional supports. These supports
were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—followed
by their frequencies. Although she expressed that both supports were necessary for
completing her degree, she indicated that institutional supports were needed most.
Desirae made 10 references to the category “academic resources, services, and
supports” during her interview. She expressed appreciation to the social work
department at Fresno State and noted that “everyone in general” was supportive of her
throughout her program.
There were nine responses made during Desirae’s interview regarding the
category “financial assistance.” She indicated that universities should provide female
foster youth alumni with specific stipends. Desirae stated,
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If they had a stipend that could assist foster youth, that would help. They could
even get specific with the stipends that would help for food, gas, books,
technology. Could you imagine how helpful that would be? Financial supports
would help them the greatest.
Desirae had only one response to the category “social support and network”
during her interview. She repeated that the support that she received from the social
work department was “good.”
Desirae made 16 references to noninstitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies. Desirae made seven responses to the category “economic resources” during
her interview. She explained that female foster youth alumni need access to technology
in order to be successful in graduate school. Desirae noted that female foster youth
alumni need “access to Internet, having laptops, and having those technologies to help
them stay connected.”
The category “emotional wellness” was referenced seven times during Desirae’s
interview. She indicated that she had motivation to make it through her program.
Desirae stated, “It was also my own personal drive, that’s important. Once I start
something I am not going to back out.”
Desirae made two references to the category “social support and network” during
her interview. She explained that having mentors was a necessary noninstitutional
support that she needed. Desirae explained, “I had multiple mentors that were just
awesome and there for me. They would give me support and advice.”
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Dae. Dae is a foster youth alumnus who has a master’s degree in rehabilitation
counseling. She resides in Fresno. Dae identified all six themes and patterns related to
Research Question 1 within her responses, followed by the frequencies. Four of the five
themes and patterns were identified within Dae’s responses to Research Question 2,
followed by the frequencies. All of the seven categories were identified throughout
Dae’s responses to Research Question 3, followed by the frequencies. A list of identified
themes, patterns, and categories to each research question is outlined in Table 17,
followed by a summary of Dae’s interview.
Table 17
Dae: Themes, Patterns, and Categories of Responses to Research Questions
Frequency by
reference

Research question (RQ)

Theme/pattern/category

1. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of institutional support that
enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?






Mentoring through faculty and staff
Academic resources
Mental health services
Informal faculty and staff social
support
 Academic advising
 Financial aid

6
5
5
5

2. What do female foster youth
alumni perceive to be sources
of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful
completion of a graduate
degree?

 Personal mentor
 Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers,
and study groups
 Social support
 Financial contributions

9
6

3. How do the sources of
institutional and
noninstitutional support
compare as perceived by
female foster youth alumni
with graduate degrees?

Institutional
 Academic resources, services, and
supports
 Social support and network
 Emotional support
 Financial assistance

21
8

Noninstitutional
 Social support and network
 Economic resources
 Emotional wellness

11
9
1
1
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2
2

4
1

6
5
2

RQ1. Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “mentoring through faculty and staff” was referenced six
times during Dae’s interview. She expressed deep appreciation for the guidance and
support that she received from her mentors throughout her program. Dae stated, “Life
happens and doesn’t always work out as planned, but being able to have options and
figuring that situation out is important.” She indicated that mentoring was an institutional
support that was necessary to complete her degree.
Dae made five references to the theme “academic resources” during her interview.
She explained that having supports such as the library and computer lab were very
helpful. Dae shared that she received tutoring to improve her writing skills. She stated,
Accessing the tutoring center and meeting with a tutor on how to conduct research
was a very helpful tool that kept me up to date on how to find resources in order
to complete my essay writing. They also offered academic workshops on various
topics. Attending those workshops helped me learn different techniques and tips
that I applied to my schooling.
The theme “mental health services” was referenced five times by Dae during her
interview. She indicated that the wellness center was beneficial and “meeting with her a
few times a month helped give me mental clarity.” Dae added, “As a graduate student I
continued to meet with her for my mental health and well-being. Having someone to talk
to as an outlet was an important piece of my life.”
Dae made five references to the theme “informal faculty and staff social support.”
She explained that support from her professors was important to successfully completing
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her degree. Dae specified that she needed the social support to get through the issues of
life. Dae shared,
Being able to talk to my professors throughout the semester and keep that line of
communication open helped me when life got rough and I didn’t think I was
going to pass the class. That is definitely one thing I learned and took away from
this program was communication is key. Being able to talk about situations that
come up is okay.
Dae made two references to the theme “academic advising” during her interview.
She described that academic advising was a support necessary for completing her degree.
Dae stated, “I would say having an academic advisor along with my department heads
and professors to assist with making sure I was on the right path to graduating.”
The theme “financial aid” was referenced twice by Dae during her interview. She
explained that the financial assistance she received from her institution was important to
successfully completing her graduate program. Dae indicated that she was able to secure
a scholarship during both years of graduate school from the counseling department. She
added, “I also used loans to pay for school.”
RQ2. Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive
to be sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a
graduate degree?” The theme “personal mentor” was referenced nine times during Dae’s
interview. She described how this noninstitutional support was a valuable resource and
that she needed it to complete her graduate program. Dae stated,
Having outside support such as a mentor to check in with to see how things are
going was a great support. This was important to me because I knew that I had
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someone that I could depend on to help me get through tough times during my
program.
Dae made six references to the theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and
study groups” during her interview. She expressed that her classmates and peers were a
great “support system” throughout her program. Dae explained, “Mutual peers in the
program [who] were going through the same program helped me with giving me the
reassurance that I was on the right path to complete my degree.”
The theme “social” was referenced four times during Dae’s interview. She
indicated that social support was a necessary resource she needed to complete her degree.
Dae shared, “The advice I was given during this time helped me learn how to manage my
time and life in order to complete my degree.”
Dae made once reference to the theme “financial contributions” during her
interview. She indicated that she was able to work to secure funding to pay to maintain
housing, which was necessary for completing her degree.
RQ3. Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” Dae made 21 references to institutional supports. These supports
were grouped into four categories—academic, social, emotional, and financial—followed
by their frequencies. Although she expressed that both supports were necessary for
completing her degree, she indicated that institutional supports were needed most.
Dae made eight references to the category “academic resources, services, and
supports” during her interview. She explained that academic supports are a necessity for
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female foster youth alumni to complete their graduate programs. Dae noted that having
an academic advisor put her on the “right path” to graduate.
There were six references made during Dae’s interview regarding the category
“social support and network.” She indicated that female foster youth alumni should be
provided with faculty and staff social support throughout their programs. Dae stated,
“Sometimes life, school, [and] work can become overwhelming and having someone that
you can turn to for support and advice is crucial in continuing to be successful.”
Dae made five references to the category “emotional support” during her
interview. She expressed that she needed her mental health therapist, and with her help,
she was able to “get through” her degree.
There were two references made to the category “financial assistance” during
Dae’s interview. She recommended that financial aid be given to female foster youth
alumni in the form of scholarships, stipends, or grants during their graduate programs.
Dae made 11 references to noninsitutional supports. These supports were
grouped into three categories—social, emotional, and economic—followed by their
frequencies.
Dae made nine references to the category “social support and network” during her
interview. She explained that “having a support person/team” is important because
“sometimes life, school, [and] work can become overwhelming and having someone that
you can turn to for support and advice is crucial in continuing to be successful.”
The category “economic resources” was referenced only once during Dae’s
interview. She stated that “being able to have two part-time jobs” was the “most
important” noninstitutional support she had.
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Dae made only one reference to the category “emotional wellness” during her
interview. She explained that self-care is important in graduate school and that “self-care
plays a huge role in obtaining your goals in life.” She added that female foster youth
alumni need to “take time” for themselves.
Data Analysis by Common Themes and Patterns in Research Questions
This section provides an analysis of all the interviews collected for this study,
which were broken into themes, patterns, and categories followed by their frequencies.
There was at least a 50% response rate by at least six of the participants who provided
references to the common themes, patterns, and categories. Some of the themes, patterns,
and categories were merged into subthemes followed by their frequencies.
Research Question 1
Research Question 1 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be
sources of institutional support that enabled their successful completion of a graduate
degree?” Each of the 12 participants provided a total of 176 responses to this research
question. Their responses are separated into six themes as displayed in Table 18. The
most cited sources of institutional support that the participants accessed throughout their
programs was financial aid.
Table 18
RQ1: Common Themes and Patterns in All Foster Youth Alumni Respondents by Frequency

Theme/pattern
Financial aid
Academic resources
Mental health services
Academic advising
Informal faculty and staff social support
Mentoring through faculty and staff
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FYA
respondents

Frequency

11
8
7
10
9
6

58
34
24
21
20
19

Common Theme 1: Financial aid. This theme was referenced 58 times by 11 of
the 12 participants who were provided financial aid through their institutions. This theme
was separated into seven subthemes as outlined in Table 19. Each of these 11
participants agreed that the financial assistance they received from their institutions is
what allowed them to complete their graduate studies. Deja stated, “The institutional
supports that I feel were important to assist me in completing my degrees, were the
financial aid, the book scholarship, and the loans.” Only two of the participants
described that they were fortunate to secure funding through their institutions and walk
away with little to no debt. Dani explained,
The one-one-one support was definitely important. I knew going into it I would
have my health insurance paid for the full time, tuition paid for full time, and a
stipend. I wasn’t walking away with major amounts of debt trying to get my
degree. I was actually getting paid to get my degree. Without that support, it
would have been a lot difficult to complete my degree or even decide to go on for
this degree.
Although loans were the majority of the financial assistance that the majority of the
female foster youth alumni received throughout their programs, some of them indicated
that they received stipends, grants, and scholarships to cover the cost of things such as
books and their basic living needs. Dana indicated, “The program was able to offer me
scholarship money for tuition ($7,500 per quarter).”
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Table 19Subthemes for “Financial Aid”

Subtheme

Loans
Scholarships
Grants
Stipends
Teacher assistantships
Fellowships
Work study

Number of
respondents

Frequency

10
6
5
2
2
2
1

24
12
9
8
2
2
1

Common Theme 2: Academic resources. Eight of the 12 participants described
that access to academic resources helped them complete their graduate degree 34 times.
This theme was separated into seven subthemes as displayed in Table 20. Dae explained
that she was grateful for the tutoring center providing her with access to workshops and
shared, “Attending those workshops helped me learn different techniques and tips that I
applied to my schooling.” A few of the participants stated that they had difficulties with
Table 20
Subthemes for “Academic Resources”

Subtheme
Library/librarian
Transportation
Computer lab
Career center
Writing center
Technology
Tutoring
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Number of
respondents

Frequency

4
3
2
2
3
2
2

8
8
4
4
4
3
3

writing and that they were thankful for access to the writing center. Denise stated, “I
found myself there once or twice a month and they sat with me for an hour just working
on my writing and ideas.”
Common Theme 3: Mental health services. There were 24 responses related to
the theme “mental health services” that were referenced by seven of the participants.
These seven participants expressed that emotional support from their institution played a
role in completing their degree. Dae shared, “As a graduate student I continued to meet
with her for my mental health and well-being. Having someone to talk to as an outlet
was an important piece of my life.” A couple of the participants expressed their
appreciation for having access to the school gym to release stress. Denise stated, “I
would utilize the school gym to de-stress and get exercise.”
Common Theme 4: Academic advising. Ten of the 12 female foster youth
alumni made 21 references to the theme related to “academic advising.” These
participants expressed their appreciation for the faculty and staff who provided them with
the support they needed to complete their degree. Dani explained, “The department also
supported me and also assisted me with resolving issues that I had. They also helped me
with my progress the way they should have.” Some of the participants indicated that they
would take advantage of the open-door policy and the office hours that were set up by
their advisors. Desirae stated, “I received so much support from the mentors and the
advisors that they provided us. The open-door policy, that was really helpful. Besides
my internship with working with child welfare, the advisors were an actual institutional
support.”
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Common Theme 5: Informal faculty and staff social support. Nine of the 12
participants made 18 references to the theme “informal faculty staff social support.” The
female foster youth alumni explained that the social support they received from a variety
of university staff was a valuable support during their graduate programs. Dana
explained, “Being able to work with faculty, staff, and advisors was important. I think
counseling services and on-campus organizations and student groups are important. If
you don’t have that, you limit student’s opportunity to grow as an individual.” Some of
the participants expressed that social support was needed to assist them with completing
their goals. Dae shared,
I know for myself during this graduate degree I needed guidance. I was learning
how to be independent, which I had never been before. Having someone to guide
me and give me advice helped me get through my degree. Having this outlet and
knowing that I had someone to talk gave me high hopes in knowing that I can
accomplish this goal.
Common Theme 6: Mentoring through faculty and staff. Six of the 12 female
foster youth alumni referenced “mentoring” 19 times as an institutional source of support
that enabled them to complete their degree. Denise stated, “I felt comfortable with some
of them and some were not even my professors and I would go to their office to have
conversations about life and experiences.” A few of the participants expressed that
through the mentoring support they received from faculty and staff, they were able to
make it through their programs. Dominique shared, “Mentors are important throughout
the whole journey not just at the end because who is to say a person will make it those 2
years before they get their mentor without quitting.”
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Research Question 2
Research Question 2 asked, “What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be
sources of noninstitutional support that enabled their successful completion of a graduate
degree?” The 12 participants provided a total of 219 responses to this research question.
Their responses were separated into six themes as displayed in Table 21.

Table 21
RQ 2: Common Themes and Patterns in All Foster Youth Alumni Respondents by Frequency

Theme/pattern
Social support
Family
Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups
Personal mentor
Financial contributions
Friends

FYA
respondents

Frequency

12
11
12
6
11
10

59
41
39
29
28
23

The most-cited source of noninstitutional support that the participants accessed
throughout their programs was social support.
Common Theme 1: Social support. All of the 12 participants referenced the
category “social support” for a total of 59 times during their interviews. Each of these 12
participants highly agreed that social support was a noninstitutional support that allowed
them to complete their degrees. Dae expressed, “If I didn’t have someone that I could
relate to, I know it would have been difficult for me to finish my degree.” A few of the
participants indicated that being a member of programs that provide supports to female
foster youth alumni is a significant source of social support. Destiny shared, “She
[Sylvia] provided opportunities for us to develop relationships with peers who were
former foster youth for emotional support to get through the program.”
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Common Theme 2: Family. Eleven of the 12 participants referenced the theme
“family” a total of 41 times throughout their interviews. The female foster youth alumni
expressed their appreciation for having the support of their family members during their
graduate programs. Desirae explained,
I ended up getting married at a young age and my husband supported me through
it all. He supported me through everything and that was a big reason, and if it
wasn’t for him I don’t know. I’m not saying that I wouldn’t have completed it,
but it would have been a lot longer and a lot [more] difficult. Finally, I had
someone to support me and help me move forward.
The 11 participants agreed that they needed the support from their families to
successfully complete their degree. Dani stated, “Without the support of my friends and
family, I think would have gotten overwhelmed. I don’t know how well I would have
been able to do it on my own.”
Common Theme 3: Cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups.
There were 39 responses related to the theme “cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and
study groups” that were referenced by all 12 of the female foster youth alumni. The
participants expressed that support from their classmates and peers was an important
noninstitutional support that played a role in completing their degrees. Dae explained,
I used my graduate peers the most to help with studying. Also, talking to peers
who were a year ahead of me was helpful in learning how to set up my internship
that was required. Having people to talk to [who] had experience in my field
helped me with learning about my next steps in the program. They were a great
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support system. Places we studied at were the library and the department
computer lab.
The female foster youth alumni also indicated that the support that they received from
their classmates and peers was significant throughout their programs of study. Desirae
shared, “There would be moments that I didn’t know what I was doing and then I called
classmates and they helped me work through it. I felt like that was extremely helpful.”
Common Theme 4: Personal mentor. Six of the 12 female foster youth alumni
made 29 references to the theme related to “personal mentor.” These participants
expressed their appreciation for their mentors and agreed that this noninstitutional
support was needed to complete their degrees. Denise stated, “It was very instrumental
for me to have mentors. I think the social supports are huge because of the things that
people have been through so they need someone to talk to.” Some of the participants
indicated that their mentors were a source of encouragement throughout their graduate
programs. Dominique added, “I had past mentors and employers supporting me with
words and actions because they believed in me.”
Common Theme 5: Financial contributions. Eleven of the 12 participants made
28 references to the theme “financial contributions. The female foster youth alumni
agreed that they needed the extra funding to get through their programs. Dana explained,
“She [Sylvia] was able to helped me with scholarship money to help me with the costs of
my program.” A couple of the participants were members of foster youth organizations
in which they secured funding as a noninstitutional support throughout their programs of
study. Denise stated, “They [the foundation] provided a scholarship for me during the 2
years that I was at UCLA to go towards any expenses.”
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Common Theme 6: Friends. Ten of the 12 female foster youth alumni
referenced “friends” 23 times as a noninstitutional source of support that enabled them to
successfully complete their degree. Dani stated, “I depended on my friends and family
outside of school for some sanity.” A couple of the participants expressed that the
support that they receive from friends provides them with energy. Denise stated,
“Socially, I feel like I get a lot of energy from people. My peers, siblings, and friends
support was very helpful.”
Research Question 3
Research Question 3 asked, “How do the sources of institutional and
noninstitutional support compare as perceived by female foster youth alumni with
graduate degrees?” The data collected for this research question were put into categories
to reflect the academic, social, emotional, and financial services that were provided to the
participants of this study as arranged in Table 22 by their frequencies. The most cited

Table 22
RQ 3: Categories of All Foster Youth Alumni Respondents by Frequency of Reference
Institutional

Respondents

Frequency

Financial
assistance

12

104

Academic
resources,
services, and
supports

12

Social support
and network
Emotional
support

Respondents

Frequency

Social support
and network

12

89

74

Economic
resources

11

40

9

36

Emotional
wellness

6

12

8

31
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Noninstitutional

sources of institutional support that female foster youth alumni perceived enabled them to
successfully complete their degree is financial assistance and academic supports. The
most-cited source of noninstitutional support that female foster youth alumni perceived
enabled them to successfully complete their degree is social support.
Institutional supports.
Common Category 1: Financial assistance. The 12 participants provided 104
references that related to category “financial assistance.” This theme includes four
subthemes as outlined in Table 23. Ten of the 12 female foster youth alumni explained
that the majority of their tuition was funded through loans. The participants
acknowledged that they needed the loans to help them pay for school; however, they
wished that there were more financial opportunities available to them to avoid going into
debt. Dyanna stated, “The dark side to the student loans is that it accumulates a lot of
debt for students who have been in foster care or low-income communities.” All of the
participants expressed that foster youth who aspire to obtain graduate degrees should be
provided with scholarships or stipends to fund their education. Deondra declared, “As a
former grad student, I would recommend stipends or supplemental income to assist with
expenses related to childcare or caretaker responsibilities, commuting, medicine,
emergencies, etc.”
Table 23
Subthemes for Institutional Category “Financial Assistance”

Subtheme
Grants
Scholarships
Loans
Stipends
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Number of
respondents

Frequency

10
6
10
7

47
24
17
15

Common Category 2: Academic resources, services, and supports. The 12
participants provided 74 references that related to the category “academic resources,
services, and supports.” This theme includes 12 subthemes as outlined in Table 24. All
of the participants expressed that they were able to successfully complete their programs
due to the academic supports that they were offered through their programs. The most
referenced subtheme within this category was academic advising. Denise explained,
Sometimes I would have my department counselor advise me of classes that I
should take and the plan that I should make to be on the road for graduation. He
helped me choose electives of fields that I need to graduate so I took advantage of
his support.
Several of the participants expressed that they were appreciative of the campus programs
and organizations on their campus. Dana stated, “Being a part of the Guardian
Professions Program was helpful to have an opportunity to meet folks that understood
what you were going through.”

Table 24
Subthemes for Institutional Category “Academic Resources, Services, and Supports”

Subtheme
Academic advising
Campus programs and organizations
Transportation
Library/librarian
Internship
Writing center
Career center
Technology
Tutoring
Computer lab
Diversity
Program structure
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Number of
respondents

Frequency

10
7
3
4
5
3
2
2
3
2
1
2

21
16
7
6
5
4
4
3
2
2
2
2

Common Category 3: Social supports and networks. Nine of the 12 participants
provided 36 references that related to the category “social supports and networks.” This
theme includes two subthemes as outlined in Table 25. Some of the participants
indicated that they needed the support of faculty and staff in order to successfully
complete their degree. Dominique stated, “The institutional supports that are imperative
when trying to successfully navigate any graduate degree is having a person who has
walked the path or knows the road.” Similarly, a few of the participants expressed that
the informal faculty and staff social support that they received help from played a role in
successful degree completion. Dana explained, “Having faculty and staff that were
supportive of diversity who encouraged collaboration was one of the reasons why I
selected my program.”
Table 25
Subthemes for Institutional Category “Social Support and Networks”

Subtheme
Mentoring through faculty and staff
Informal faculty and staff social support

Number of
respondents

Frequency

9
6

29
17

Common Category 4: Emotional support. Eight of the 12 female foster youth
alumni provided 31 responses to the category “emotional support.” There are no
subthemes for this category. A few of the participants explained that female foster youth
alumni who attend college should be provided with the option to attend therapy. Dyanna
expressed, “Access to mental health, which is critically important during graduate school.
I have seen many people have a mental health breakdown and multiple health issues due
to the stress of graduate school.” Some of the participants explained that this support was
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important to successfully completing their degree. Deanna shared, “There was a mental
health counselor through the wellness center that I saw regularly. She was one of the
reasons why I got through the program.”
Noninstitutional supports.
Common Category 1: Social support and network. All 12 female foster youth
alumni provided 89 responses to the category “social support and social network.” They
all agreed that having a social support outside of the institution was critical to
successfully completing their programs. There are no subthemes for this category. The
most cited sources of social support were those of a family member and peers; however,
some female foster youth alumni explained that social networks should be provided to
former foster youth due to the lack of family support. Dana explained,
My family that raised me wasn’t really all that supportive of me going to grad
school. In fact, I was passively aggressively encouraged to stay home and take
care of family because they were struggling financially. The idea and thought of
me going away from them to go to college didn’t make sense to them in their
minds. I didn’t have support from my immediate social network in terms of
family. I was fortunate to have a friend to let me rent a room in his family home.
They were more supportive than my family.
Some of the participants expressed that the guidance that they received from a personal
mentor contributed to their success in graduate school. Dae stated,
Using my mentor not only for support during my graduate degree but to talk and
meet with them to figure out life in general. I think having that balance in my life
during my graduate degree was most beneficial for me.
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Common Category 2: Economic resources. Eleven of the 12 participants
provided 40 responses to the theme “economic resources.” There were nine subthemes
for this category as outlined in Table 26. There were two female foster youth alumni
who expressed that having a laptop and access to a computer is critical to successful
degree completion. Deonne explained,
I also was lucky enough to already be working for a school district where they
provide computers, so I didn’t have to worry about my computer crashing, or
having to get it fixed; the school district always took care of them. Internet access
and connection was huge to completing my degree.
Table 26
Subthemes for Noninstitutional Category “Economic”

Subtheme
Technology
Employment
Housing
Family financial contributions
Donor scholarships
Foster youth organizations
Private medical insurance
Credit card
Transportation

Number of
respondents

Frequency

2
4
3
2
2
1
2
1
1

9
8
7
4
4
3
2
2
1

Employment was the second most-cited economic resource and a couple of the
participants indicated that they were grateful to have that as an extra financial support.
Destiny shared, “My nanny . . . they were financially supportive of me.”
Common Category 3: Emotional wellness. Six of the 12 participants provided 12
responses to the theme “emotional wellness.” There were three subthemes for this
category as displayed in Table 27. Having faith in God was cited the most within this
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subtheme. Dominique expressed, “My connection to God and remaining faithful in my
life and in my studies played a big part of my success for both my master’s and doctorate
journeys.” Having a spiritual connection with God allowed Dyanna to focus on her
purpose in life. She explained, “My faith in God pushed me to my specific calling to
help the foster youth and homeless youth in the community.” A couple of the female
foster youth alumni described that their internal motivation is what allowed them to
successfully complete their graduate program. Denise asserted, “I always had the drive
to do what I wanted and needed to do and learn and go to college, but I never had the
support system so that was always difficult.”
Table 27
Subthemes for Noninstitutional Category “Emotional Wellness”

Subtheme
Faith
Internal motivation
Self-care

Number of
respondents

Frequency

2
3
2

6
4
2

Summary
This chapter included all of the responses from the 12 semistructured, open-ended
interviews of the female foster youth alumni regarding the institutional and
noninstitutional supports they perceived enabled them to successfully complete their
graduate degrees relating to the three research questions. The purpose of the first
question was to gain insight into which institutional supports the participants identified as
important to complete their graduate degree. The purpose of the second question was to
gain insight into which noninstitutional supports the participants identified as important
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to complete their graduate degree. The purpose of the third question was to compare
institutional supports to noninstitutional supports as described by the participants.
There were 12 female foster youth alumni who participated in this study. All of
the participants were females who had successfully completed a graduate program and
had an advanced degree. The data from all of the interviews provided a summary of how
the female foster youth alumni identified and described the institutional and
noninstitutional supports utilized throughout their graduate programs.
A total of 176 responses were referenced in Research Question 1 by all 12
participants. There were six themes and patterns that emerged from their responses:
financial assistance, academic resources, mental health services, academic advising,
informal faculty and staff social support, and mentoring through faculty and staff. The
institutional support theme that was described of being most needed to complete a
master's degree was financial assistance, which was cited 58 times by 11 of the 12 female
foster youth alumni. This theme was merged into a subtheme. The most referenced
subtheme for financial assistance was loans, which was referenced 24 times by 10
participants.
There were 219 responses referenced in Research Question 2 by all 12
participants. There were six themes and patterns that emerged from their responses:
social support; family; cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups; personal
mentor; financial contributions; and friends. The noninstitutional support theme that was
identified as being most needed to complete a master's degree was social support, which
was cited 59 times by of 12 female foster youth alumni.
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Research Question 3 was grouped into categories to describe how female foster
youth alumni compare institutional supports to noninstitutional supports. A total of 245
responses were cited in institutional supports by all 12 participants. This support was
grouped into four categories: financial assistance; academic resources, services, and
supports; social supports and networks; and emotional support. The institutional category
that was identified as being most needed during graduate school was financial assistance,
which was referenced 104 times by all of the participants. This category was separated
into subthemes. There were 10 participants who explained that grants are more favorably
needed among female foster youth alumni in graduate programs. A total of 141
responses were cited in noninstitutional supports by all 12 female foster youth alumni.
This support was grouped into three categories: social support and network, economic
resources, and emotional wellness. The noninstitutional category that was described as
being most needed during graduate school was social support and network, which was
referenced 89 times by all of the participants.
In conclusion, all female foster youth alumni who were interviewed and
participated in this study identified and described institutional and noninstitutional
supports as being necessary to complete a graduate degree. Although the participants
identified noninstitutional supports as utilized most during their graduate programs, they
indicated that institutional supports are most needed by female foster youth alumni to
complete advanced degrees.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Humans are a unique species because they have the ability to “assign meanings to
things.” (Patton, 2015, p. 3)
Chapter V includes a thorough summary of the case study’s findings, conclusions,
and recommendations for future studies. Also included in this chapter is a synopsis of the
purpose, research questions, methodology, population, and sample. The findings that
were attained through the data analysis and conclusions are discussed following the
synopsis. A discussion of research implications for action, future recommendations for
research, and personal reflections conclude the study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to identify and describe the
institutional and noninstitutional sources of support that California female foster youth
alumni perceive enabled them to successfully complete a graduate degree.
Research Questions
1. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of institutional support
that enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
2. What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of noninstitutional support
that enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
3.

How do the sources of institutional and noninstitutional support compare as
perceived by female foster youth alumni with graduate degrees?
Research Methods
A multiple-case study methodology through utilization-focused sampling was

utilized for this study. Feagin et al. (1991) described that case studies are “social
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histories” of individuals, which are “conducted on the past experience of a group and that
seek therein to elicit discoveries and insights that can illuminate the experience of other,
or similar groups” (p. 5). The 12 participants were selected to provide a rich description
of their experiences to explain the institutional and noninstitutional supports female foster
youth alumni need to complete an advanced degree. Rule and John (2015) explained that
“the ‘case’ does not just exist as a ‘case’ in itself but has to be constructed as a case for
study” (p. 4). The researcher selected a utilization-focused sampling because each
participant in this study possessed a unique characteristic that contributed to a rare
phenomenon achieved by this particular population. Additionally, the utilization-focused
sampling was selected to provide a meaningful explanation regarding how to best serve
female foster youth alumni throughout their collegiate endeavors, especially those who
aspire to obtain advanced degrees.
The qualitative interviews were conducted through semistuctured open-ended
questions that were developed by the researcher and two other experts in qualitative
research to collect all data necessary for this study. Through semistructured interviews,
the researcher has the opportunity to ask probing questions that allow the participants to
elaborate on ideas and provide a deeper understanding of the phenomena. Following the
semistructured interviews, the researcher analyzed and coded all of the data using the
NVivo software data analysis program. The data were then merged into themes, patterns,
and categories based on the responses referenced to the three research questions by all 12
participants.
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Target Population and Sample
Female foster youth alumni who resided in California and possessed a graduate
degree were the target population for this study. The targeted population was determined
by their unique characteristics of the study design. There were 20 female foster youth
alumni who were residents of a Bay Area, Central Valley, Sacramento, or Southern
California county with graduate degrees who were included in the target population of
this study.
Purposeful sampling was utilized by the researcher to identify valuable
participants, some of whom had previous personal relationships with the researcher.
These selected few participants agreed to participate in the study and offered contact
information of additional participants to be included in the study. Additional participants
were selected through snowball sampling as a response to the study’s flyer that was
posted on a couple of Facebook accounts.
Twelve female foster youth alumni participated in this study. Each of their
interviews was conducted over the phone by the researcher according to the female foster
youth alumnus’s availability. There were five participants who resided in the Central
Valley, three that resided in Southern California, three in the Bay Area, and one in
Sacramento County.
Major Findings
There were three research questions presented in this study that provided the
female foster youth alumni with the opportunity to identify and describe institutional and
noninstitutional supports they perceived enabled them to successfully complete a
graduate degree. The data collected through all 12 qualitative interviews resulted in five
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major findings as they referenced the questions of the study. The data proved that
institutional supports are necessary to assist female foster youth alumni in successful
degree completion. Second, the data confirmed that noninstitutional supports were
utilized most as a result of the collective participant responses. Lastly, the data
substantiated that institutional supports are needed most by female foster youth alumni in
order to obtain advanced degrees. Each finding followed by a subfinding is presented
through each research question in the following sections.
Research Question 1
What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of institutional support
that enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
Major Finding 1. All of the participants explained that the following six supports
were needed from their institution to help them successfully complete a graduate degree:
financial assistance, academic resources, mental health services, academic advising,
informal faculty and staff social support, and mentoring through faculty and staff. These
six supports are confirmed through a theoretical framework explaining how institutions
are able to retain college students through degree completion (Bean, 1980; Pascarella,
1980; Spady, 1970; Tinto, 1975, 1993; Watt et al., 2013). The subfindings are listed in
order of frequency of responses that were collected through the data.
Major Subfinding 1.1—financial assistance. Eleven of the 12 female foster
youth alumni (91%) described how financial supports were absolutely necessary to
complete their graduate degree. The one participant who did not mention this subfinding
explained that there were no financial supports available to her through her institution.
This participant did however indicate that financial assistance was necessary for female
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foster youth alumni to complete their programs of study. Tinto (2012) explained that
institutions must have a commitment to provide financial support to students in order to
retain them long term. Of the 11 participants who expressed that financial aid was
necessary for completing their programs, 10 indicated that they received loans. The
participants explained that although the loans were helpful, they also caused debt. All of
the participants elucidated that they should have access to grants, scholarships, and
fellowships to cover the cost of tuition. Tinto suggested that a good source of
institutional financial assistance is work study jobs because they allow the student to have
monetary support and connect them with faculty, staff, and students to develop a network
of social support.
Major Subfinding 1.2—academic resources. Eight of the 12 female foster youth
alumni (66%) identified academic resources as a contributing factor that allowed them to
successfully complete their graduate programs. The most cited academic resources
among the eight participants were the library/librarian and transportation. Research has
shown that academic factors that influence student retention include academic advising,
tutoring, access to the library and computer labs, and skill-building supports and
programs (Bean, 1980; Spady, 1970; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 1993). A few
of the female foster youth alumni explained that they struggled with writing, but due to
the help of resources such as tutoring and writing lab, they were able to achieve academic
success. The Handover Research (2010) study of institutions that were successful in
student persistence showed that they provided students with opportunities to increase
their academic abilities through avenues such as tutoring and advising.
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Major Subfinding 1.3—mental health resources. Seven of the 12 female foster
youth alumni (58%) communicated that mental health services were necessary to
complete their graduate degree. Some of the participants expressed that they were
grateful for the counseling and wellness centers on their campuses and the emotional
support that they received was beneficial. Researchers suggested that student persistence
is also achieved through providing emotional supports such as counseling (Pearson, 2012;
Spady, 1970; Tinto, 2012).
Major Subfinding 1.4—academic advising. Ten of the 12 female foster youth
alumni (83%) identified academic advising as an institutional factor of graduate school
success. Tinto (2012) explained that achieving student academic success is evident in the
services that are provided to students and this goal is actively pursued by the institution.
The 10 participants expressed their appreciation for the level of support they were
provided with by their advisors. De Valero (2001) found that doctoral students were able
to achieve success through their department’s orientation, academic advising, financial
support, peer supports, and academic skills. In addition, The American College
Personnel Association (2005) study revealed that general faculty support was highly
correlated to student success. Students expressed that they were respected by faculty and
that the faculty provided sound academic advising.
Major Subfinding 1.5—informal faculty and staff social support. Nine of the 12
female foster youth alumni (75%) described that the social support they received from
faculty and staff played a role in successful degree completion. Some of the participants
explained that they appreciated the open-door policy and office hours of the faculty and
staff members. Mattanah (2016) found that student-faculty relationships contribute to
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academic success especially in the first year of college. A few of the participants
expressed that they were able and comfortable to speak with staff and faculty about life
issues, which was a helpful process. Astin (1997) suggested that students are able to
graduate from their programs of study due to their level of involvement and connection
with the institution. He explained that students who participate in campus activities and
social clubs are more successful. He added that students are also successful when they
have a connection with their peers and the faculty and staff (Astin, 1997).
Major Subfinding 1.6—mentoring through faculty and staff. Six of the 12
female foster youth alumni (50%) identified that mentoring provided by faculty and staff
helped them complete their graduate programs. A few of the students expressed their
gratitude for their mentors and stated that they could not have made it through graduate
school without the help of their mentors. Tinto’s (1975) model of student integration
supports that students who have a connection with staff members and faculty are able to
persist in college. This includes providing students with social support and motivation.
Due to research findings regarding the impact of student-faculty relationships, institutions
such as St. John’s have developed several mentoring programs to increase long-term
student achievement (Sharpe, Hutchinson, & Bonazzi, 2018).
Major Finding 2. Another major finding linked to Research Question 1 was the
institutional barriers that female foster youth alumni experienced in their graduate
programs. One participant expressed that there were no financial supports offered to her
during her program. Research has shown that institutions have issues with retention of
former foster youth due the lack of financial supports (Courtney et.al, 2009; Courtney,
Sworsky, et al., 2011; Day et al., 2011; Merdinger et al., 2005; Salazar, 2013). There are
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numerous studies that highlight the importance of providing female foster youth alumni
with financial assistance to prevent continued barriers and to help with persistence
(Gamez, 2017; Hernandez & Naccarato, 2010; Kinarsky, 2017; Lopez & Duran, 2016;
Salazar, 2013). One participant explained that due to age requirements for funding for
tuition, she was only able to receive loans to pay for her program. Until the recent efforts
of the Guardian Professions Program of providing financial assistance to female foster
youth alumni who aspire to obtain graduate degrees, historically there has been no need
or merit-based financial assistance for this population at the graduate level. Another
participant expressed that she had received a scholarship, but it had nothing to do with
her status as a female foster youth alumni. Several other participants explained that there
are no specific grants or scholarships that are offered to female foster youth alumni at the
graduate level based on prior status in the foster child system. Specific financial aid such
as the Chafee grant that provides former foster youth with up to $5,000 a year for
continued college enrollment is not offered to female foster youth alumni over age 23.
The participants of this study were not asked to provide demographic information;
however, it shall be noted that through conversation and prior knowledge of a few
participants, they were ineligible to receive this funding due to the age of their enrollment
in graduate school.
Research Question 2
What do female foster youth alumni perceive to be sources of noninstitutional
support that enabled their successful completion of a graduate degree?
Major Finding 3. Noninstitutional supports were used most among the female
foster youth alumni compared to institutional supports. All of the participants identified
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six sources of noninstitutional support that they utilized to successfully complete their
graduate programs. Social support; family; cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and
study groups; personal mentors; financial contributions; and friends were identified as
factors that contributed to completion of a graduate degree among the participants. These
supports are consistent with literature relating to student retention and attrition (Bean &
Eaton, 2000; Cabrera, Castaneda, Nora, & Hengstler, 1992; Cooke & Sims, 1995; Peter
& Daly, 2013; Tate et al., 2015). The major subfindings are listed in order of most
utilized.
Major Subfinding 2.1—social support. All 12 female foster youth alumni (100%)
reported and ranked social support as the most important and utilized noninstitutional
support that contributed to successful degree completion. The participants expressed that
they would not have made it through their programs without the social support they
received from various individuals. Cabrera et al.’s (1992) study revealed that students
were able to persist at their institutions due to external factors such as parental
encouragement, support from friends, and financial resources. Some participants
indicated that they had social support from an array of networks ranging from their
church family to their field internship supervisors. Bean and Eaton’s (2000) model of
college retention explains that students are able to persist through college due to external
through social interactions.
Major Subfinding 2.2—family. Eleven of the 12 female foster youth alumni
(91%) identified family as a noninstitutional resource that played a role in successful
degree completion. The most-cited family member support among the participants was
that from a husband and a mother. A couple of the participants indicated that they would
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not have completed their programs without the support of their husbands. Castro, Garcia,
Cavazos, and Castro’s (2011) study of women who were enrolled in doctoral programs
expressed that their husbands were a source of support throughout their doctoral journey.
Likewise, in Hines et al.’s (2005) study, of undergraduate former foster youth revealed
that a few of the participants were successful because of the relationships they had with a
family member. This finding is inconsistent with sources of social support among female
foster youth alumni in college. Studies of female foster youth alumni who are enrolled in
undergraduate programs reported that they rely on social support from individuals such as
a social worker, a mentor, or program staff (Franco & Durdella, 2018; Hass & Graydon,
2009; L. Jones, 2014; Neal, 2017). This may be due to the age of the female foster youth
alumni at the time of college enrollment. There are no studies on the social supports of
female foster youth alumni at the graduate level.
Major Subfinding 2.3—cohort, classmates, colleagues, peers, and study groups.
All of the female foster youth alumni (100%) attributed graduate success to the support of
peers within their programs of study. Each participant expressed her gratitude for peer
support during her graduate studies. Some of the participants explained that they needed
the support to clarify and discuss assignments, vent, or just to take a break from their
studies. McCabe (2016) found that social networks matter to college students and social
support is a factor of academic success. According to Feldman (2017), peer influence
provides students with encouragement, crisis support, academic goal setting, emotional
support, and value reinforcement. Similarly, Peter and Daly’s (2013) study revealed that
graduate students were successful in their programs due to the following factors:
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intellectual (participating in study groups) and cultural and environmental (having a
support system).
Major Subfinding 2.4—personal mentor. Only six of the 12 female foster youth
alumni (50%) explained that they were able to achieve success in graduate school with
the support of a personal mentor. One participant expressed that she did not feel
connected to her campus and was grateful to mentors with whom she developed
relationships at a previous institution. Zinn’s (2017) study found that over 50% of former
foster youth stated that they had positive interactions with their mentor in which they
were provided with social and emotional support. Similarly, the participants in this study
expressed that they were able to receive needed and necessary emotional support from
their mentors. One service that the Guardian Professions Program (provides graduate
services to foster youth alumni) offers to female foster youth alumni who are in graduate
school is mentoring. Since its pilot, there has been a positive successful rate of female
foster youth alumni who have received a master’s degree as a result of the mentoring
program component, and some have even gone on to obtain a doctoral degree (Sensiper
& Barragáns, 2017).
Major Subfinding 2.5—financial contributions. Eleven of the 12 female foster
youth alumni (91%) described financial contributions as a source of noninstitutional
support that was helpful to assist them with degree completion. A few of the participants
stated that they worked and appreciated job flexibility to complete their studies. Bean
and Metzner's (1985) study of nontraditional student attrition model found that
undergraduate students rated environmental factors such as employment, job flexibility,
and family responsibility as more influential than the organizational factors in achieving
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success. A few of the participants expressed that they had financial contributions from
their family members to help take care of their needs while they were in graduate school.
Although environmental factors such as employment provide financial assistance to
female foster youth alumni while they are in college, Jeffreys (2012) suggested that
students should work part time, have reasonable work responsibilities, and have
flexibility in their work study to remain encouraged to achieve their academic goals.
Major Subfinding 2.6—friends. Ten of the 12 female foster youth alumni (83%)
identified friendships as a noninstitutional support that was needed to complete their
degrees. Cabrera et al.’s (1992) study revealed that students were able to persist at their
institutions due to external factors such as parental encouragement, support from friends,
and financial resources. The majority of the participants expressed that they needed their
friends for moral and social support. Furthermore, students need positive friendships
outside of the college to provide them with social support that entails ongoing
encouragement, promoting success, being present, and offering support when needed
(Jeffreys, 2012).
Research Question 3
How do the sources of institutional and noninstitutional support compare as
perceived by female foster youth alumni with graduate degrees?
Major Finding 4. All 12 of the female foster youth alumni (100%) agreed that
they needed both institutional and noninstitutional sources of support to successfully
complete a graduate degree. Results from all 12 participants indicated that institutional
supports are most needed among female foster youth alumni to successfully complete a
graduate program. Data analysis from Research Questions 1 and 2 resulted in grouping
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institutional supports and noninstitutional supports into categories that are supported
through literature. Institutional supports were grouped into the following four categories:
financial assistance; academic resources, services, and supports; social support and
network; and emotional support. Noninstitutional supports were grouped into the
following three categories: social support and network, economic resources, and
emotional wellness. The major subfindings are listed in order of frequency counts.
Institutional supports.
Major Subfinding 3.1—financial assistance. Ten of the 12 female foster youth
alumni (83%) identified financial assistance as the institutional support that is most
important to assist in successful degree completion. Some of the participants mentioned
that they were able to afford housing through the financial aid that they received. Secure
and stable housing is definitely needed in order to successfully complete a college degree.
In a study conducted by Huang, Fernandez, Rhoden, and Joseph (2018) of homeless
former foster youth enrolled in college, the participants revealed that they were able to
receive academic assistance, financial aid, and support from a mentor, which contributed
to their success. Some of the participants expressed that there was a time and age limit
for funding and that they were too old to receive this support during their graduate
studies. This barrier presents a challenge for female foster youth alumni who have taken
time off of school due to challenges but wish to obtain advanced degrees to support
themselves and their families. Hallett et al.’s (2018) study revealed that financial aid
time limit awards are unrealistic for female foster youth alumni due to the barriers and
challenges they experience in college. Jay Miller et al. (2017) stated that female foster
youth alumni should be provided with financial aid because it takes them longer to
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complete their degrees. The researchers suggest that former foster youth be provided
with financial counseling to learn how to budget their resources. Additionally, Okpych’s
(2012) study revealed that time and age limits imposed on financial assistance available
for female foster youth alumni in college is a barrier to continued persistence. He
recommended that funding be extended and campuses develop support programs to assist
this population in successful degree completion.
Major Subfinding 3.2—academic resources, services, and supports. Eleven of the
12 female foster youth alumni (91%) described how academic supports contributed to
their success during graduate school. A couple of the participants mentioned that they
were grateful for their institutions’ programs and organizations because they were given
the opportunity to be a part of their campus and connect with other individuals. Neal’s
(2017) study revealed that 91% of the former foster youth reported that their participation
in a campus club or organization was helpful because it served as an outlet to receive
social support from others, which eased their minds from the negative things they
encountered outside of the university. Likewise, Salazar’s (2013) study of former foster
youth in college revealed that students who were more involved at their campuses were
more likely to persist. The participants engaged in social activities and school events,
and participated in extracurricular activities, which allowed them to stay connected with
the college and feel a sense of belonging. Most importantly, former foster youth who
participated in a campus support program in Texas were provided with social engagement
activities, opportunities to build relationships with staff and faculty, and received
mentoring. There was a positive correlation between persistence and academic success
as a result of these services.
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Major Subfinding 3.3—social support and network. Ten of the 12 female foster
youth alumni (83%) identified social support and network as a contributing factor to
graduate success. The participants expressed that the support that they received from the
faculty and staff was valuable. In addition, the female foster youth alumni were
appreciative of the social support they received from their peers and classmates.
Dworsky and Peréz’s (2010) study of institutional programs that specifically provide
support to female foster youth alumni revealed that the participants valued the social
supports more, such as feeling like “having someone to turn to or someone who believed
in them and feeling understood or part of a family” (p. 262). These social factors are
important to former foster youth’s development throughout college. Through these
programs, former foster youth feel a sense of belonging and that they matter to others. A
few of the participants explained that mentoring through faculty and staff was significant
to their graduate experience. Stanley (2017) explained that mentoring involves both a
direct and an indirect approach. The student benefits from the direct approach because
he/she is provided with academic guidance. The indirect approach provides the student
with connection and a sense of belonging. The indirect approach can give female foster
youth alumni the assurance that they matter. Likewise, Tinto’s (1993) institutional
departure model explains that students need to be connected to the institution both
socially and academically in their first year to persist into the next year. He described
academic supports as those that increase the student’s intellectual abilities. Tinto added
that social supports are interactions with peers, faculty, and staff. Furthermore,
Pascarella’s (1980) student-faculty informal contact model suggests that students are
more likely to persist when they have increased opportunities of nonformal interaction
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with faculty and staff. He suggested that these interactions should occur outside of the
classroom environment.
Major Subfinding 3.4—emotional support. Eleven of the 12 female foster youth
alumni (91%) stressed how emotional support was critical to their success during
graduate school. A few of the participants explained that female foster youth alumni
experience difficulties that nonfoster youth have the privilege of avoiding and noted that
mental health services should be provided to this population while in college. Hallett et
al. (2018) advocated for a safe space on campus where female foster youth alumni can go
and feel unjudged about their status as a former foster youth. The researchers suggest
that female foster youth alumni should be provided with a designated counselor in order
to feel comfortable to speak about issues and accept services. In addition, as a response
to the mental health challenges that exist within the former foster youth population, the
Better Futures Program was created to provide coaching, peer mentoring, and academic
services to students enrolled in college in order to provide them with support services that
are associated with academic success (Phillips et al., 2015).
Noninstitutional supports.
Major Subfinding 3.5—social support and networks. All of the 12 female foster
youth alumni (100%) identified social support as a factor that led to successful
completion of their graduate degree. Some participants explained that they had personal
mentors, a couple mentioned that they had their church family, and a few stated that they
had family members who provided them with support that allowed them to get through
their program. Kirk and Day’s (2011) study of college aspirations of former foster youth
showed that students who had parental support and involvement were more emotionally
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and academically inclined to persist in college. Moreover, Jeffreys (2012) described
family emotional support as motivating the student, encouraging academic and career
success, listening to problems, promoting self-efficacy, and being available in such a way
that a student feels cared for.
Major Subfinding 3.6—economic resources. Eleven of the 12 female foster youth
alumni (91%) described resources such as employment and family financial contributions
as an economic resource that allowed them to obtain graduate success. Some of the
participants explained that these contributions allowed them to take care of their personal
needs. Jeffreys’s (2012) study found that environmental factors such as family financial
and emotional support, encouragement, transportation, and social support were
contributing variables of academic success. Likewise, Bean and Eaton’s (2000) model of
college retention explains that students are able to persist through college due to external
factors such as financial and family support. Similarly, Cabrera et al.’s (1992) study
revealed that students were able to persist at their institutions due to external factors such
as parental encouragement, support from friends, and financial resources.
Major Subfinding 3.7—emotional wellness. Six of the 12 female foster youth
alumni (50%) indicated that things such as self-care and internal motivation contributed
to their success in graduate school. Researchers have found that students are successful
in college due to a positive sense of self, self-confidence, motivation, values, and selfvalidation, which are associated with emotional wellness (Bean & Easton, 2000; Braxton,
2000; Castro et al., 2011; St. John, Cabrera, Nora, & Asker, 2000). Castro et al.’s (2011)
study revealed the lack of paternal and family support, lack of a good father figure, and
isolation from family inspired women in doctoral programs to be successful. Their self-
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efficacy, self-confidence, and internal motivation provided them with the emotional
stability to complete their programs.
Major Finding 5. This study found that although female foster youth alumni
utilized noninstitutional supports more than institutional supports to complete their
graduate degrees, they desired for institutions to provide adequate supports for this
population who are enrolled in graduate programs. Financial support in the form of
scholarships, grants, and stipends was recommended. The majority of participants
indicated that they have debt and advocated for more funding resources for female foster
youth alumni who aspire to attend graduate school.
Conclusions
This study identified and described the institutional and noninstitutional supports
that female foster youth alumni perceived enabled them to successfully complete a
graduate degree. The results from this study revealed that the female foster youth alumni
utilized noninstitutional supports most during their graduate program. In addition, the
results showed that institutional supports are most needed among female foster youth
alumni who aspire to obtain graduate degrees. There were three conclusions that were
drawn by the researcher as a result of the major findings of this study that addressed each
research question.
Conclusion 1
Institutional supports are inevitable resources that are absolutely needed among
female foster youth alumni in graduate school to successfully complete their degrees. All
of the female foster youth alumni expressed how institutional supports contributed to
their success in their graduate programs. Loans were the major source of financial
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assistance that the participants received. Although the female foster youth alumni wished
that they could have received grants, scholarships, and stipends to avoid racking up debt,
they were appreciative of the loans and noted that they were needed to complete their
programs. When addressing the needs of female foster youth alumni in graduate school,
Sensiper and Bareagan (2017) discovered that early intervention and continued
prevention services such as mentoring, financial assistance, academic assistance, and
social support resulted in the educational success of female former foster alumni students
in graduate school. This discovery supports Research Question 1 of this study and its
subfinding that female foster youth alumni need institutional supports to complete
advanced degrees.
Financial aid, academic resources, and formal faculty and staff social support,
emotional support, academic advising, and mentoring were identified as the most utilized
and needed factors that contributed to graduate student success, which is supported by the
literature regarding college retention in student attrition. Moreover, these sources of
support creating opportunities for female foster youth alumni to be connected to the
institution, feel a sense of belonging, and believe that they matter on their campuses.
Furthermore, the supports are the protective factors that female foster youth alumni need
to promote and strengthen their resilience (Davis et al., 2015; Hass & Graydon, 2009;
Murray, 2013; Neal, 2017; Parker, 2014; Uesugi, 2009).
This study demonstrates the urgency of higher educational institutions to support
female foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain graduate degrees. Achieving this goal
within this population is nearly impossible without support from institutions. The
findings related to Research Question 1 are a call to action for both policymakers and
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institutions to support female foster youth alumni in graduate school. Most importantly
this study demonstrated that it is possible for aspiring female foster youth alumni to
obtain an advanced degree with the support of their institution.
Conclusion 2
Noninstitutional supports are a must have for female foster youth alumni who are
enrolled in graduate programs. Social support and networks are most needed to assist in
successful degree completion. Social networks include personal mentors, family
members, friends, peers, classmates, and outside organizations and agencies, and
supervisors who can cheerlead for the female foster youth alumni throughout their
graduate studies and life in general. These individuals play an instrumental role in
providing encouragement, lending a listening ear, offering assistance, supporting goals,
and just simply being there for the female foster youth alumni so that success is achieved.
The participants ranked social support as the number one noninstitutional support that is
needed to achieve graduate success, which is consistent with the college retention
literature (Bean, 1980; Jeffreys, 2012; Tinto, 1993, 2012).
Family was the most-cited reference of social support that the participants
expressed that they needed in order to be successful. Mothers and husbands were
mentioned as the family members who provided the most support, which included
financial contributions. A couple of the participants noted that they had limited family
support and were grateful for individuals like their mentors and friends who provided
them with support during their graduate study.
This study demonstrates how relationships are a contributing factor to graduate
success among female foster youth alumni. These positive influences are an indication
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that attachment and connection are important in the lives of current and former foster
youth. The literature shows that social support is a necessity in the lives of college-going
female foster youth alumni and that it is critical to their decision as to remain enrolled in
college (Huang et al., 2018; Kirk et al., 2013; Neal, 2017; Pecora, 2012; Sensiper &
Barragán, 2017).
Conclusion 3
When comparing the necessity of institutional supports to noninstitutional
supports, the participants unanimously agreed that institutional supports are most needed
for female foster youth alumni to succeed in graduate school. Financial assistance from
the institution was the most mentioned support that female foster youth alumni should be
provided with during graduate school. The participants stressed the importance of having
access to stipends, scholarships, and grants to pay for their tuition and to take care of their
basic needs. Providing financial assistance allows female foster youth alumni to be
focused on their academics, participate in campus life, attend activities, have time for
their personal responsibilities, and be worry free from securing employment to cover the
costs of basic living needs.
Academic resources, services, and supports were also mentioned as a necessity
for successful degree completion among the participants. Services such as free
transportation and computers can help female foster youth alumni in graduate programs
immensely. The most-cited source of academic resources, services, and supports was
academic advising. The participants expressed deep gratitude for the guidance and
support that they were given by faculty and staff members in their prospective
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departments. A couple of the participants mentioned that the Title IV-E program was a
source of academic, financial, emotional, and social support during their graduate studies.
Social support and network was ranked the number one resource that the female
foster youth alumni explained was needed during their graduate programs in order to be
successful. An array of individuals were mentioned for providing a listening ear, sound
advice, and motivation as an explanation of how the participants were able to achieve
success. Some of the female foster youth alumni indicated that they probably would not
have been able to complete their programs without the social support from various
individuals.
This study demonstrates that female foster youth alumni who are enrolled in
graduate school need a variety of supports in order to achieve success. One participant
explained that “needs change” at the graduate level and more support is needed in order
to accomplish academic success. Also, this study provides a blueprint for higher
educational institutions regarding how to best serve female foster youth alumni who
aspire to attend graduate school. It also provides a better understanding of how to
address the needs of female foster youth alumni who are enrolled in graduate programs.
Although there is only one study that specifically addresses the supports needed for
female foster youth alumni at the graduate level, this study’s findings are consistent with
supports needed among female foster youth alumni to persist in college and achieve
academic success (Gamez, 2017; Kinarsky, 2017; Lopez & Duran, 2016; Murray, 2013;
Randolph & Thompson, 2017; Sensiper & Barragán, 2017).
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Implications for Action
Implications for action were developed as a direct result of the themes and
patterns that emerged from the participants’ responses. The implications address the
significance of the problem outlined in Chapter I of this study. Furthermore, the
implications advocate for current and former foster youth and invite social workers,
higher educational institutions, and policy makers to create policies and develop
resources that address the special needs of this vulnerable population.
Higher Educational Institutions
Higher educational institutions need to provide greater financial counseling
support and resources to female foster youth alumni.
This study showed that the 12 female foster youth alumni were able to experience
success in graduate school with supports from the institution. The majority of the
financial supports consisted of loans that the participants had to work for years to pay
back. There was a request among all participants for female foster youth alumni to be
provided with scholarships, grants, and stipends that are specific to the needs of
individuals who aspire to obtain advanced degrees. These financial resources will allow
female foster youth alumni to focus on their academics and provide them with
opportunities of campus involvement. This support will act as a substitute for
employment or the need to increase work hours to because it will allow female foster
youth alumni to meet their basic needs. This study also specified the necessity of a
graduate program for female foster youth alumni to connect with other individuals who
share their experiences, have an emotional support system, have access to a culturally
sensitive faculty or staff member who can provide them with guidance, have the
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opportunity to be connected to the campus, and feel like their needs matter to and are
supported by the institution.
Policy Makers
Policy makers need to develop and create programs that will meet the academic,
social, emotional, and financial supports of female foster youth alumni and end-time and
age-limit funding that is specifically designated for former foster youth who are enrolled
in college.
The findings from this study revealed that some of the female foster youth alumni
were connected to organizations that provided services to current and former foster
youth. They expressed that the support that they received from these organizations was
valuable to their success during graduate school. All current and former foster youth can
benefit from these types of organizations and they can receive the necessary academic,
financial, emotional, and social supports that are needed to achieve success. The needs of
female foster youth alumni who attend graduate school differ from those who are
enrolled in undergraduate programs. The coursework is more rigorous, the time it takes
to complete assignments is increased, their workload increases, they have to increase
their level of commitment to dedicate to their studies, they experience challenges as they
have to work to support themselves and their families, and the emotional stress can be
overwhelming especially to those who do not have a connection to their campus or have
family support. Therefore, more programs and supports would address these challenges
and allow female foster youth alumni to focus on their academics. This is also a call to
end age/time limit funding for female foster youth alumni enrolled at any degree level.
Time/age limit funding deters female foster youth alumni from enrolling in school due to

177

the lack of funding available at the graduate level. The Chaffee Grant should be offered
to female foster youth alumni as long as they have continuous enrollment in school.
Additionally, the Chaffee Grant should be expanded and offered to foster youth alumni
who are enrolled in graduate programs. There should also be additional funding offered
to female foster youth alumni who are enrolled in graduate school. This funding can
allow these individuals to complete an advanced degree and live “the dream” that is
available through this level of success.
Social Workers
Social workers need to ensure that all foster youth are connected to positive and
caring adults upon their entry into the child welfare system.
All of the participants expressed the value of having a social network during their
graduate programs. It was not indicated if these relationships were developed prior to
graduating high school or exiting the foster care system. However, it was confirmed that
this support is necessary. Social workers have the responsibility of connecting foster
youth to significant individuals who will provide them with guidance and direction
throughout their life. These connections are important to the success in adulthood for
female foster youth alumni. Foster youth need to know that they matter to individuals as
it is traumatic to be placed in the child welfare system. They need several caring adults
who will be there for them in the time of need as issues arise sporadically throughout
their lifetime. The participants explained that they needed the social and emotional
support from various individuals to complete their programs. Foster youth who are
connected to caring individuals are more likely to be successful and accomplish their
goals in life (Geiger et al., 2017; Huang et al., 2018; Kirk & Day, 2011; Neal, 2017;
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Pecora, 2012). Most importantly foster youth who are connected to caring adults have an
increase in self-confidence, self-efficacy, and identity that is needed to apply resilience to
their situations, circumstances, barriers, and challenges they may face in life (Blakeslee,
2015; Geiger et al., 2017; Greeson et al., 2015; Kirk & Day, 2011; Powers et al., 2018).
Educational Leaders
Educational leaders have the responsibility to provide guidance, direction, and
support to female foster youth alumni and be that one caring adult who believes that they
can achieve success.
This study revealed that educators who were involved in the life of female foster
youth alumni made an impact on their collegiate success. Some of the participants
expressed that academic advising was beneficial to their success, others explained how
informal faculty and social supports was vital to completing their degrees, and others
described that mentoring through faculty and staff was necessary and needed throughout
their programs. Educational leaders have the responsibility to provide sound guidance
and direction to the individuals that they serve. Research shows that higher educational
organizational, academic, and social factors play a major role in student retention and
persistence (Astin, 1997; Mattanah, 2016; Pearson, 2012; Tinto, 1975, 2012). This study
is a call to all educational leaders who provide services to both current and former foster
youth to be that one caring adult who is needed to achieve success. Some of the
participants expressed how vital it was to have those connections with faculty and staff.
A couple of the female foster youth alumni stated that they probably would not have
enrolled in graduate school without the support of a few faculty and staff members.
Several studies have shown that relationships with faculty and staff members are
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important to foster youth alumni collegiate success especially because oftentimes these
individuals do not have support from their families (Day, 2011; Geiger et al., 2017; Neal,
2017; Randolph & Thompson, 2017; Sensiper & Barragán, 2017).
Recommendations for Further Research
This qualitative case study identified and described the institutional and
noninstitutional supports needed among California female foster youth alumni to
successfully obtain a graduate degree. The findings from this study provide insights for
future research regarding how to support female foster youth alumni who aspire to attend
graduate school and those who are enrolled in graduate programs. The recommendations
for future research include the following:
1. To conduct further research of female foster youth alumni in graduate school in order
to provide both statistical data of academic success among this population and to add
to the body of knowledge of female foster youth alumni who are successfully in
graduate school.
2. This qualitative study was limited to a case study analysis; it is recommended that
further studies be conducted to include the lived experiences of female foster youth
alumni who have successfully completed graduate school.
3. A few of the participants in this study had doctoral degrees; therefore, further research
is needed to record the experiences of female foster youth alumni who have completed
a doctoral program.
4. A California study of institutional supports that are available to female foster youth
alumni at the graduate level should be conducted to provide individuals within this

180

population to make informed decisions about selecting an institution that will meet
their needs during graduate school.
5. This study was delimited to female foster youth alumni who reside in four California
counties. Future research should include other geographic locations throughout the
United States to compare and contrast the experiences of female foster youth alumni in
different programs and settings.
6. This study was also delimited to female participants. Future studies should also
include the experiences of male foster youth alumni who have graduate degrees.
Furthermore, there should be a study conducted to compare and contrast the
experience of female foster youth alumni in graduate school to those of males enrolled
in graduate programs.
7. This study highlighted female foster youth alumni who successfully completed a
graduate degree. Future research should include studies of female foster youth alumni
who drop out of graduate school and the causing factors.
8. A study should be conducted regarding the lived experiences of female foster youth
alumni who participated in the Guardian Professions Program at University of
California Davis to provide a deeper understanding of why supporting female foster
youth alumni at the graduate level is significant to the value of an advanced degree
and the quality of life awarded with the level of this type of education.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
The goal of this study was to highlight the successes of female foster youth
alumni who have graduate degrees, provide a deeper understanding of how institutional
and noninstitutional supports are significant to successfully completing a graduate
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degree, and to offer a framework to higher educational institutions and policy makers
regarding how to develop appropriate and supportive services to female foster youth
alumni who aspire to obtain advanced degrees. A word cloud was created to reflect the
frequency of the words utilized by the participants in this study as shown in Figure 2.
The word institutional supports and program catch the attention of the eye as they
are larger than that of the other words listed. This picture depicts the necessity of
institutions to provide supports and create programs that will assist female foster youth
alumni to achieve academic success. Furthermore, the words that are in bold are
consistent with the body of literature of student retention and attrition. Tinto (2012)

Figure 2. Word cloud.
stated, “Effective retention programs are committed to the development of supportive
social and educational communities in which all students are integrated as competent
members” (p. 147). Likewise, both Bean and Eaton’s (2000) and Tinto’s (1993)
theoretical framework of college retention explains that students persist due to multiple
influences relating to background variables, organizational factors, academic factors,
social factors, environmental factors, and psychological processes and attitudes.
Furthermore, Cooke and Sims (1995) explained that improving the affective commitment

182

of graduate students requires the commitment of the institution to provide opportunities
to make them feel like they are a part of the community and involving them in decisionmaking processes with faculty and staff that will enhance their learning.
As a female foster youth alumni, it is important to have examples of other
individuals who have similar experience yet had the resilience to overcome adversity.
There are countless numbers of female foster youth alumni who aspire to achieve
graduate-level success; however, there are a lack of resources to do so. In addition,
avoiding debt is another deterrence for female foster youth to enroll in graduate school.
Therefore, funding is desperately needed for these individuals to achieve academic
success in order to make a living wage to have a better quality of life. Ten of the
participants expressed that they have serious debt due to accepting loans to pay for their
tuition. As a recipient of loan funding to cover tuition, it would be nice if there were
scholarships available for female foster youth who are enrolled in graduate school or loan
forgiveness to prevent working a lifetime to pay them off.
The experiences of female foster youth are significant to the outcomes they
encounter in adulthood. The trauma that children experience as a result of being placed
in the child welfare system can destroy their hopes and dreams. Many individuals have
difficulties recovering from the grief and pain of being placed in foster care. They need
hope and motivation that their lives matter and that they too are valuable. The stories of
the female foster youth alumni in this study are a testament that success is achievable
with the proper supports. All current and former foster youth need inspiration from
others like the individuals in this study in order to activate their resilience and have the
self-determination to achieve success.
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Recruitment Flyer
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APPENDIX B
Interview Protocol
My name is Deshunna Monay and I am currently a counselor with Fresno Unified School
District. I’m a doctoral candidate at Brandman University in the area of Organizational
Leadership. I’m conducting research on the institutional supports and non-institutional
supports that foster youth alumni perceive enabled them to successfully complete a
graduate degree. You will identify which institutional and non-institutional supports you
feel helped you to complete your degree. Institutional supports are services or supports
that you accessed through your college that you feel helped you to successfully complete
your graduate degree. Non-institutional supports are services or supports that you
accessed outside of the institution such as in your community or elsewhere that you feel
helped you to successfully complete your graduate degree.
I am conducting interviews with other foster youth alumni like yourself. The information
you give, along with the others, hopefully will provide a better understanding of the
supports that are needed to help foster youth alumni obtain a graduate degree.
Additionally, the information will provide a blueprint to higher institutions and policy
makers to develop targeted services for foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain
advanced degrees. Furthermore, the information collected from this study will add to the
body of literature regarding foster youth alumni.
The interview questions that you will be asked are the same for every participant in this
study. This is to guarantee, as much as possible, that all of the interviews with each foster
youth alumni will be conducted pretty much in the same manner.
Informed Consent (required for Dissertation Research)
As stated on the informed consent form, all of the information collected from the
interviews will remain confidential. All of the data will be reported without reference to
any individual(s). After I record and transcribe the data, I will send it to you via
electronic mail so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately captured your
thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via email?
Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
We have scheduled an hour for the interview. At any point during the interview you may
ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether. For ease of our
discussion and accuracy I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed
Consent.
Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and thanks so much
for your time.
1. Please describe the institutional supports you accessed during your graduate
program?
Probe: Do you have more to add?
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2. What would you describe as institutional supports that you feel were important to
successfully completing your degree?
Probe: Can you elaborate on how (support) helped you throughout your graduate
program?
3. Explain which institutional supports you used most?
Probe: Why did you feel that you utilized (support)?
4. Please describe the non-institutional supports you accessed during your graduate
program?
5. What would you describe as non-institutional supports that you feel were
important to successfully completing your degree?
6. Explain which non-institutional supports you used most?
Probe: Why do you think that was the case?
7. Describe the supports that were needed to complete your graduate degree?
Probe: Why do you think these supports are necessary?
Probe: Why do you think that you used non institutional supports more than
institutional supports?
8. What other supports do you feel foster youth alumni should be provided to assist
with successful degree completion?
“Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of our research are
known, we will send you a copy of our findings.”
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APPENDIX C
Synthesis Matrix of Major Findings Regarding Current and Former Foster Youth
Overarching Area
Exposure to trauma
impacts development
and leads to negative
outcomes

Concept
Children who are exposed
to things such as
maltreatment, domestic
violence, physical and
sexual abuse, neglect,
community violence, and
parental substance abuse are
more likely to experience
developmental issues which
leads to cognitive deficits,
educational challenges,
mental health issues,
behavioral issues, health
issues, and social ills.

Overview of References

Child Welfare Information
Gateway (2015); Clemens et al.
(2016); Courtney et al. (2011b);
Bruskas & Tessin (2013);
Frerer et al. (2013a), Garcia et
al. (2015); Gonzalez-Blanks &
Yates (2016); Jamora et al.,
(2009); Jones (2016); Morton
(2018); Riebschleger et al.
(2015); Romano et al. (2015);
Salazar et al. (2013b), Salazar
et. al (2016); Turney &
Wildeman (2017); Villagrana,
et al. (2018); Zetlin et al.
(2010); Zima et al. (2002)
Foster youth experience Each year there are about
AFCARS (2015); Bederiantrauma
200,000 children who are
Gardner et al. (2018); Bender et
placed in the foster care
al. (2015); Castrechini (2009);
system due to maltreatment Conners-Burrow et al. (2013);
such as parental substance
Courtney, et al. (2004); Fratto
abuse, neglect, physical and (2016); Garcia et al. (2015);
sexual abuse, domestic
Garcia et al. (2017); Hallet et
violence, abandonment,
al. (2018); Hambrick et al.
parent death, homelessness, (2016); Havlicek et al. (2013);
and parental incarceration.
Morton (2018); National
Survey of Child and Adolescent
Well-being (2005); Noonan et
al. (2012); Pullmann et al.
(2018); Rebbe et al. (2017);
Salazar et al. (2013b);
Smithgall et al. (2010); Zeitlin
et al. (2010); Zima at.al (2000)
Foster youth are more
Due to the exposure of
Alliance for Children’s Rights
than likely to experience childhood maltreatment,
(2016); Barrat & Berliner
educational failures in
foster children will
(2013); California Department
high school
experience educational
of Education (2016); Casey
challenges such as academic Family Program (2014);
failure, high discipline
Clemens et al. (2016); Courtney
issues, placement in special et. al (2011b); Day et. al
education, dropping out of
(2011); Dworsky & Gitlow
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high school, low
standardized test scores, and
a lack of overall educational
support.

Foster youth experience Many children who age out
many challenges as they of the foster care system
transition into adulthood will experience
homelessness, poverty,
unwanted pregnancy,
mental health issues,
unemployment, criminal
involvement, health issues,
and a lack of social support.

Foster youth alumni will
more than likely
experience barriers to
higher educational
success

The majority of foster youth
aspire to go to college;
however, many of them are
not prepared to attend
college. Those who do
attend college will
experience family issues, a
lack of transportation,
financial issues, unforeseen
pregnancy, a lack of social
support, a lack of family
support, and psychological
issues.
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(2017); Fowler et. al (2017);
Frerer et al. (2013a,b); Foulk &
Esposito (2016); National
Youth in Database (2017);
National Working Group on
Foster Care and Education
(2016); Pecora (2012); Powers
et al. (2012); White et al.
(2015);
Zetlin, &Weinberg (2013)
Byrne et al. (2014); Courtney et
al. (2011, 2016); Day et al.
(2011b); Dworsky & Gitlow
(2017); Frerer et al. (2013b);
Gross (2016); Harris (2009);
Hook & Courtney (2017b);
Jones (2010); Kirk et al. (2013);
Krinsky (2011); Morton (2018);
Naccarato et al. (2010);
National Working Group on
Foster Care and Education
(2016); National Youth in
Database (2017); Packard et al.
(2008); Pecora (2012); Stewart
et al. (2014); Unrau et al.
(2012)
California College Pathways
(2015); Center for Social
Services Research (2013);
Courtney et al. (2009, 2016);
Day et. al, (2011, 2013b);
Dworsky & Gitlow (2017);
England (2017); Foster Care to
Success (2014); Fowler et. al,
2017; Frerer et al. (2011,
2013a,c); Harris et al. (2009);
Jones (2014); Morton (2012);
Murray (2013); National
Working Group on Foster Care
and Education (2016); Okpych
& Courtney (2014); Okpych
(2017); Pecora et al. (2006a,b);
Salazar et al. (2016b,c);
Salisberry (2016); Schelbe
(2018)

Foster youth alumni
need supports in college

There is a lack of family
support received by foster
youth alumni during
college. Therefore, they
have to rely on supports
received from higher
educational institutions.
Foster youth alumni who do
not have access to supports
will more than likely drop
out of college.

Foster youth alumni are
more likely to succeed
with higher institutional
supports

Foster youth alumni need
services such as mentoring,
academic advising, tutoring,
counseling, psychological
support, social support,
financial assistance, and
housing to successfully
complete college degrees.
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Adler (2015); Dworsky & Pérez
(2010); Ford (2015); Gamez
(2017); Geiger & Beltran
(2016b); Geiger et al. (2017);
Hallet et al. (2018); Hass &
Graydon (2009); Hernandez &
Naccarato (2010); Jay Miller et
al. (2017); Kinarsky (2017);
Kirk & Day (2011); Lopez &
Duran (2016); Pecora (2012);
Salazar et al. (2016b), Sensiper
& Barragán (2017); Watt et al.
(2013)
California College Pathways
(2009, 2015, 2017); Dominguez
(2017); Ford (2015); Gamez
(2017); Hattick (2015); Hallet
et al. (2018); Hernandez &
Naccarato (2010); Kirk & Day
(2011); Kirk et al. (2013);
Lopez & Duran (2016);
Merdinger et al. (2005); Morton
(2012,2014); Murray (2013);
Nuñez-Alvarez et al. (2012);
Salazar et al. (2011, 2016a,b),
Salisberry (2016); Sensiper &
Barragán (2017); Tanner
(2014); Unrau et al. (2017);
Watt et al. (2013)

APPENDIX D
Alignment Table
Research question

Corresponding interview questions

1. What do foster youth alumni perceive to be
sources of institutional support that enabled their
successful completion of a graduate degree?

Questions 1, 2, 3, 7

2. What do foster youth alumni perceive to be
sources of non-institutional support that enabled their
successful completion of a graduate degree?

Questions 4, 5, 6, 8

3. How do the sources of institutional and noninstitutional support compare as perceived by foster
youth alumni with graduate degrees?

Questions 2, 5, 7, 8
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APPENDIX E
Informed Consent
INFORMATION ABOUT: Living the Dream: The Stories of Foster Youth Alumni
with Graduates Degrees
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Deshunna Monay Ricks, MSW, PPSC
PURPOSE OF STUDY: You are being asked to participate in a research
study conducted by Deshunna Monay Ricks, MSW, PPSC, a doctoral student
from the Educational Organizational Leadership Program at Brandman
University. The purpose of this multiple case study is to describe the
institutional supports and non-institutional supports that foster youth alumni
perceive enabled them to successfully complete their graduate degree. The
information gathered from this study may lead to further studies which will be
useful in different settings. The study will aim to provide a blueprint to higher
educational institutions and legislators regarding the development of supports
for current and former foster youth. This study will fill in the gap in research
regarding supporting foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain advanced
degrees. The results of this study may assist social workers, school district
personnel, higher educational institutions, and legislators in designing effective
supports and services for current and former foster youth.
By participating in this study I agree to participate in an individual. The interview will
last approximately 45 – 60 minutes and will be conducted by either in person or over
the phone according to your availability.
I understand that:
a) There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research. I understand

that the Investigator will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying
codes and research materials in a locked file drawer that is available only to the
researcher.
b) I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be

available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio
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recordings will be used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the accuracy
of the information collected during the interview. All information will be identifierredacted and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon completion of the study all
recordings, transcripts and notes taken by the researcher and transcripts from the
interview will be destroyed one year after the completion of the study.
c) The possible benefit of this study to me is that my input may help add to the research

regarding supporting foster youth alumni who aspire to obtain advanced degrees. The
findings will be available to me at the conclusion of the study and will provide new
insights about supporting foster youth alumni in graduate program in which I
participated. I understand that I will not be compensated for my participation.
d) If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact

Deshunna Monay Ricks at dricks@mail.brandman.edu or by phone at 559.374.9142;
or Dr. Doug DeVore (Committee Chair) at ddevore@brandman.edu.
e) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide to not participate

in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to answer
particular questions during the interview if I so choose. I understand that I may
refuse to participate or may withdraw from this study at any time without any
negative consequences. Also, the Investigator may stop the study at any time.
f) I understand that I may refuse to participate in or I may withdraw from this study

at any time without any negative consequences. Also, the investigator may stop
the study at any time. I also understand that no information that identifies me will
be released without my separate consent and that all identifiable information will
be protected to the limits allowed by law. If the study design or the use of the data
is to be changed I will be so informed and my consent obtained. I understand that
if I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed
consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor Academic
Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA 92618
Telephone (949) 341-7641.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights. I have read the above and understand it and hereby
consent to the procedure(s) set forth.
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Signature of Participant or Responsible Party

Signature of Principal Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX F
Transcript of Interview
1. Please describe the institutional supports you accessed during your graduate
program?
I used the counseling center on and off throughout the two years that I was there. I
took advantage of going to the Guardian Scholars Program. I would go to some of
their events. I didn’t receive financial assistance from them but just having a group to
go to the events allowed me to see familiar faces. I applied for some scholarships
through financial aid office which I got for both years. That was a source of supports.
In grad school you don’t get grants and funding opportunities so it was important for
me to take advantage of scholarship opportunities. Sometimes I would have my
department counselor and would advise me of classes that I should take and the plan
that I should make to be on the road for graduation. He helped me choose electives of
fields that I need to graduate so I took advantage of his support. I used the library, it
was my main place of study. I was there 4-5 nights a week. I could not study. They
had a rideshare program. There was a food pantry that I used once, the hours were off
and I couldn’t access it.
2. What would you describe as institutional supports that you feel were
important to successfully completing your degree?
My department of graduate studies just because I was there a lot---I lived there.
Having access to them via phone, via email. That was crucial to getting my degree
because they knew the field specialties so I would talk to them on a regular basis. I
would go to them regularly to speak with issues about classes. I really struggled with
writing and my program was very heavy on writing so I would utilize the writing
center a lot. I found myself there once or twice a month and they sat with me for an
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hour just working on my writing and ideas. The internship that I had through the
department was through my program was a source of support. My supervisor was the
main person that I would talk to. I had questions about the work specifically but she
was a source of life advice. I talked to her on a regular basis. I talked to her 3 times a
week and I would see her regularly.
3. Explain which institutional supports you used most?
As a resource, I used the library 4-5 days a week. In there I used the computer lab. I
used the student lounge that was in my department to study, eat lunch, and take naps.
I would utilize the school gym to de-stress and get exercise. Sometimes I would go to
the school cafeteria. The advisors that were a part of my department were helpful and
I interacted with them daily. The answered research questions and projects. I felt
comfortable with some of them were not even my professors and I would go to their
office to have conservations about life and experiences.
4. Please describe the non-institutional supports you accessed during your
graduate program?
I had support from my fellow peers. My program was full-time so I would literally
see them every day. We took classes in big groups. We were on campus 3 times a
week the first year and then 2 times a week a second year. They were crucial to
bounce ideas off. We would have projects to get together to do and I would vent to
them about challenges specific to my program. There was a foundation that was a
huge support. They support current and former foster youth in terms of education and
development. They provided a scholarship for me during the 2 years that I was at
UCLA to go towards any expenses. I had a mentor through the organization and she
was definitely a social support. I called her often to help me through the struggles of
graduate school. I had another mentor through UC Davis, Sylvia. I emailed her my
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resume, and documents. She was very supportive in helping me with that. I was a part
the CYC (California Youth Connection) organization which provides advocacy for
current and former foster youth and the NFYI (National Foster Youth Institute) which
were two great organizations that really supported me and being able to get through
my program.
5. What would you describe as non-institutional supports that you feel were
important to successfully completing your degree?
I would consider my family was a huge support system and by that I mean my
siblings. My siblings would come stay with me often on the weekends. They were
also in college as well and one was in high school. They would bring their homework
and we would study. So I think that especially when I was having break-downs or I
didn’t have any energy they would come down and visited me. We went out and did
fun stuff so I wouldn’t focus on school 24/7. They were a huge support and I would
attribute a lot of the success that I have to their company. Being able to have close
friendships I think has been crucial to believe in myself and believe in the goals that I
set for myself. Also being encouraged by people who are like minded; socially that
was huge for me. I cherish the fact that I have close relationships. I definitely wanted
that to be a part of my experience in college.
6. Explain which non-institutional supports you used most?
I was a part of the non-profit organizations and I used those a lot for life experiences
and interacting. Between those two organizations I was constantly at weekend events.
They would have weekly meetings at night and I would go to those meetings. I liked
that it wasn’t affiliated with my school. I wanted to be a part of something else and
something bigger. I was a part of them because they were doing important work and I
wanted to be involved. A part of my program was social justice and social justice and
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I was driven by that. I like the fact that I was a part of something that was not just text
book stuff. They provided support for me and were encouraging to see on a weekly
basis.
7. Describe the supports that were needed to complete your graduate degree?
First, financially I definitely needed the scholarships that were provided to me. I
didn’t have help from family members financially and I also couldn’t work. It would
have personally been a lot to work because my program was full-time and I was
interning. It would have been too much on my plate. The scholarships that I got
through the foundation. The first year I got university based scholarship and then the
second year I got a fellowship. Socially, I feel like I get a lot of energy from people.
My peers, siblings, and friends support was very helpful. I could not have made it
without their encouragement. Also, on campus events was helpful because I think it
diversified my experience and get to the end of it (my degree). It can get
overwhelming if you just go to school from home. Also, off campus I would go to
museums in my area. Getting different experiences were helpful to getting to the end
of my program. I used both supports.
8. What other supports do you feel foster youth alumni should be provided to
assist with successful degree completion?
It was very instrumental for me to have mentors. I think the social supports are huge
because of the things that people have been through so they need someone to talk to.
Counseling services are not always effective. I think a counselor with a specialty that
understands the foster youth population is helpful. Of course financial help is
beneficial. Also like, guardian scholars and renaissance scholars provide
comprehensive supports. Helping them with options of programs of study. Ask, what
do you want to do when you graduate. I think foster youth know their strengths and
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focus on that rather than something they should be doing. So someone to help them
explore all of their options. I think that I rushed into my program and I didn’t explore
all of my options and what they can do after they leave the system. Supports that are
non-affiliated with the institution are important. Those supports can absolutely make
or break their experience in education. Obliviously higher education is not easy but
the right supports are in place a lot more kids can be successful. The supports from
the institution are not comprehensive and not always accessible. They should make
sure there is more information out there and more resources accessible so that foster
youth can finish their degrees and be successful.
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